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ABSTRACT

This thesis investigates how accounting firms develop dynamic capabilities (DCs) in
Artificial Intelligence-driven Analytics (AIDA) whilst pursuing digital transformation.
Through qualitative multiple case studies involving 24 participants from 11 accounting firms
across different size categories in Singapore—including Big 4s, Mid-tiers, and Boutiques—
the research examines the processes through which accounting firms sense opportunities for
AIDA adoption, seize these opportunities through strategic investments, and transform to

effectively integrate these technologies.

By using the DCs framework as the main theoretical lens, supplemented by strategy-as-
practice (SAP) and technologies-in-practice (TIP) perspectives, the study identifies distinct
patterns in how accounting firms of different sizes build capabilities for AIDA adoption. The
findings reveal that while accounting firms share common objectives of enhancing client
service delivery, their approaches to developing DCs vary based on firm type, market
position, and strategic priorities. Big 4s prioritise global integration with local flexibility,
Mid-tiers focus on operational efficiency within resource constraints going with pragmatic
and workflow-specific implementations, and Boutiques stay agile and emphasise client-

specific customisation to specialise in niche areas.

The thesis makes three significant contributions to the organisational capabilities and digital
transformation literature. Firstly, it uses the DCs framework to identify the micro-
foundations through which digitally-orientated capabilities emerge in knowledge-intensive
professional contexts. Secondly, the empirical findings lead to the ADAPT Model (Assess,
Design, Align, Pilot, Transform), which describes the cyclical and iterative process through
which accounting firms build DCs for AIDA adoption. This model provides accounting
firms with theoretical insight and practical guidance on digital transformation. The ADAPT
model identifies varying implementation emphases across firm types, with Big 4s focusing
on Assess and Transform, Mid-tiers on Design and Pilot, and Boutiques on Align and Design,

reflecting their distinct strategic contexts and resources capabilities.

Thirdly, the study’s methodology illustrates the value of an interpretivist approach for
understanding technology adoption as a socially embedded practice. By highlighting the
practical challenges accounting firms encounter during digital transformation, it becomes
evident that successful AIDA adoption demands not only technological investment but, also

the reconfiguration of structures, processes, and practices.
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION
1.1 Introduction

The accounting profession faces unprecedented disruption due to advancements in Artificial
Intelligence (AI), which Davenport (2018) has defined as “a set of technologies that can
perform cognitive tasks that only humans could perform previously”. Among these
technologies, machine learning (ML), a core subfield of Al, has played a central role
(Haenlein and Kaplan, 2019; Jordan and Mitchell, 2015). ML, widely understood based on
Mitchell’s (1997) foundational definition, refers to algorithms or programs whose

performance on specific tasks systematically improves as they gain experience from data.

Al and other cognitive technologies are rapidly transforming the ways in which accounting
firms operate, enabling the automation of routine tasks, enhancing data processing
capabilities, and providing more accurate and timely decision-making insights (Kokina and
Davenport, 2017; Lee et al., 2019; Smith, 2020). The Institute of Chartered Accountants in
England and Wales (ICAEW, n.d.) recognise cognitive technologies as “algorithms, robotic
process automation, machine learning, natural language processing and natural language
generation, reaching into the realm of AI”. Therefore, using cognitive technologies like Al
to carry out data analytics (which is refered to by Richardson et al. (2022) as “the process of
evaluating data with the purpose of drawing conclusions to address business questions”) is
an example of what this research will subsequently refer to as Al-driven analytics (AIDA).
The use of the term AIDA encompasses the adoption of tools that can carry out data analytics
with Al-driven features to perform advanced analytics capabilities including automated data
extraction, real-time data processing, data visualisation and dashboarding, predictive
analytics, and dynamic report generation. AIDA would therefore be an umbrella term that
includes ML, natural language processing (NLP), optical chracter recognition (OCR),
robotic process automation (RPA) platforms (e.g. UiPath), visualisation and dashboarding

tools (e.g., Tableau, Power BI), and data preparation and analytics software (e.g. Alteryx).

Adopting AIDA in accounting firms requires more than just upskilling individual
accountants; it demands a transformation of organisational structures, strategies, and
processes. Successful technology adoption involves developing Dynamic Capabilities
(DCs)—the ability to sense emerging opportunities, seize those opportunities by mobilising
resources, and reconfigure internal processes to integrate new technologies effectively
(Teece, 2007). This DCs framework shifts the focus from individual competencies to firm-
level capabilities, emphasising that technology adoption is a strategic process that affects the
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entire firm (Helfat et al., 2007; Suddaby et al., 2020; Teece, 2018). These strategic processes
are rarely straightforward or isolated as they are often shaped by the firm’s historical
development, embedded routines, and long-standing mechanisms of strategic alignment that
demand capabilities evolving over time (Ferri and Takahashi, 2024; Yeow et al., 2018).
Accounting firms must not only train their staff to use AIDA tools but also develop the

strategic agility to continuously adapt to the rapidly evolving technological landscape.

As Al continues to revolutionise traditional accounting practices, it is critical for firms to
adopt new strategies that leverage the benefits of these technologies while managing the
inherent challenges of their integration (Goh et al., 2023). Yet, despite the significance of
Al, much of the research on technology adoption in accounting remains focused on the
individual, particularly the skills gaps and perceptions of accountants (Gulin et al., 2019;
Moll and Yigitbasioglu, 2019; Rikhardsson and Yigitbasioglu, 2018). This focus on
individual readiness, while important, overlooks the broader strategic and organisational

challenges that firms encounter when adopting Al at scale.
1.2 Research Purpose

This research explores how accounting firms develop DCs for AIDA adoption, addressing a
critical gap in current literature. While existing research has extensively explored individual-
level factors in technology adoption, the firm-level capabilities essential for successful
AIDA integration remain underexplored. The purpose of this research is to uncover the
strategic and organisational processes through which accounting firms sense opportunities
for AIDA adoption, seize these opportunities, and reconfigure/transform their operations to

effectively integrate these technologies.

The pertinence of this research is accentuated by the transformative (and potentially
disruptive) impact of AIDA on accounting work. Frey and Osborne (2013, 2017) initially
sparked concern with their suggestion of a high probability (0.94) of accounting and auditing
roles becoming computerised. However, subsequent studies have challenged this
deterministic view. Arntz et al. (2017) and Stephany and Lorenz (2021) make a compelling
case that the profession will likely be transformed rather than eliminated, with Al and
robotics complementing rather than replacing human professionals. This perspective has
been further substantiated by empirical evidence suggesting Al is primarily transforming the
nature of accounting work by automating routine tasks while creating new opportunities for
professionals to focus on higher-value activities requiring judgement, creativity, and

interpersonal skills (Kokina et al., 2021; Yigitbasioglu et al., 2023).
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Nevertheless, accounting firms still face numerous barriers to AIDA adoption, including
skills gaps, cultural resistance, technical complexities, and strategic uncertainties (Boritz and
Stratopoulos, 2023; Holmes and Douglass, 2022). These obstacles prove particularly
challenging and critical for firms lacking the DCs needed to navigate through technological
disruption. Such firms struggle in rapidly changing environments as they tend to be overly
focused on pre-existing resources, are resistant to change, and prioritise efficiency over

innovation (Teece, 2014b).

AIDA adoption also presents unique challenges that extend beyond those associated with
previous technological changes in accounting (Holmes and Douglass, 2022). AIDA
technologies bring forth different approaches to data analysis, decision-making, and client
interaction (Cong et al., 2018; Richins et al., 2017). Their effective implementation requires
accounting firms to develop capabilities in areas and domains traditionally foreign to
accounting practice such as data science, algorithm design, and computational thinking (Al-

Htaybat and von Alberti-Alhtaybat, 2017; McKinney et al., 2017; Seow et al., 2024).

This research aims to advance theory in two key ways. First, it extends the DCs framework
by demonstrating how sensing, seizing, and transforming capabilities are developed for and
in the specific context of AIDA adoption, revealing context-dependent variations that
existing theory has not adequately addressed. Second, it integrates DCs with the practice-
based perspectives of SAP and TIP, a synthesis that is not commonly explored, offering a
more comprehensive understanding of organisational adaption to technology disruption by
bridging macro-level strategic capabilities with micro-level organisational practices. By
examining how accounting firms of varying sizes (Big 4s, Mid-tiers, and Boutiques) build
DCs for AIDA adoption, this research provides valuable insights for both theory and practice

in an increasingly Al-driven accounting profession.
1.3 Context Setting

Singapore, renowned for its innovation-friendly business environment and ranked second in
the world in terms of Al readiness as of 2024 (Oxford Insights, 2024), provides an ideal
context for studying how accounting firms develop DCs for AIDA adoption. Singapore’s
robust technological infrastructure, regulatory landscape, and role as a regional hub for
financial and professional services provide a fertile ground for understanding how firms ride
the waves of digital transformation (Gan, 2020). This is driven by the Smart Nation
Singapore initiative, which includes the Al Singapore programme aimed at developing

national capabilities in Al (Frana, 2024).
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The diverse landscape of accounting firms in Singapore—comprising of Big 4s with a strong
global network, Mid-tiers with a slightly less extensive global network but finds their
strengths in regional and mid-market expertise, and independent Boutiques with a primary
focus on expanding their local reach—provides a rich context for exploring how
organisations of varying sizes and structures build DCs for AIDA adoption. The
transformation trajectories of these firms have shown notable differences, with Big Four
firms typically pioneering advanced AIDA implementations whilst smaller practices adopt

more targeted approaches aligned with their resource constraints and client profiles.

Given its openness to new technologies, coupled with stringent data security and compliance
requirements, Singapore makes for a relevant and generalisable example to study how AIDA
adoption unfolds in accounting firms, particularly those with similar commitments to
technological advancement and professional service excellence. The findings from this
research can inform accounting firms globally on how to develop the capabilities required

to adopt AIDA technologies effectively.
1.4 Theoretical Framing

This research employs Teece’s DCs framework as its primary theoretical lens, supplemented
by insights from the strategy-as-practice (SAP) (Golsorkhi et al., 2010; Jarzabkowski, 2004;
Whittington, 1996) and technologies-in-practice (TIP) (Orlikowski, 2000) perspectives. This
integrated theoretical approach enables a detailed examination of how accounting firms build

capabilities for AIDA adoption at both strategic and operational levels.

The DCs framework, as developed by Teece et al. (1997) and further elaborated by Teece
(2007), provides a theoretical foundation for understanding how organisations adapt to
rapidly changing environments. Teece defines DCs as “the firm’s ability to integrate, build,
and reconfigure internal and external competences to address rapidly changing environments”
(Teece et al., 1997, p. 516). These capabilities are further categorised into three key
components: sensing (identifying opportunities and threats), seizing (mobilising resources
to address opportunities and capture value), and transforming (continuous renewal and

reconfiguration of assets and organisational structures) (Teece, 2007).

This framework is particularly relevant for understanding how accounting firms navigate
technological disruption. Unlike traditional approaches that focus primarily on static
resource configurations, the DCs framework emphasise the processes through which firms
develop and deploy capabilities to adapt to environmental changes (Barreto, 2010);

Eisenhardt and Martin, 2000; Helfat and Peteraf, 2003, Teece et al., 1997; Teece, 2007).
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This shifts attention from individual competencies to firm-level strategic capabilities, which
are essential for successful technology integration. Recent empirical studies such as Yeow
et al. (2018) and Matarazzo et al. (2021) have demonstrated that strategic alignment and
customer value creation during digital transformation rely heavily on the development of

dynamic sensing and learning capabilities.

The DCs framework is closely aligned with the notion that digital transformation is not a
one-time event but a continuous process requiring firms to sense technological opportunities,
seize them through strategic investments, and transform their organisations accordingly
(Warner and Wéger, 2017). This is further supported by findings from Ellstrom et al. (2021)
and Feroz et al. (2023) showing that digital transformation routines are enabled by adaptive
reconfiguration and sustainability-aligned innovation, which expand the operationalisation
of DCs across firm contexts. Ferri and Takahashi (2024) further argue that organisations
draw on their own historical narratives to make sense of technological change, contributing
to the transformation component of dynamic capabilities. Applying this to accounting firms
pursuing digital transformation, the DCs framework helps explain why some successfully
adapt to technological disruption while others struggle, despite having access to similar

technologies and individual expertise.

While the DCs framework helps explain how firms adapt to technological change, it can be
complemented by practice-based perspectives that focus on how strategy is carried out
through day-to-day practices within firms. SAP, as developed by scholars such as
Jarzabkowski (2005) and Whittington (2003), focuses on strategy not as something
organisations have but as something organisational members do. This approach emphasises
the concrete activities, interactions, and practices through which strategic decisions about
AIDA adoption take shape and are implemented. Similarly, Orlikowski’s (2000) TIP
examines how technologies become enacted in everyday organisational routines. This
perspective emphasises that technology’s impact depends not on its inherent properties but
on how it is used in specific organisational contexts. These practice-based perspectives
provide valuable insights into the micro-level activities through which accounting firms

integrate AIDA technologies into their operations and service offerings.

By combining these theories together, this research develops an integrated framework for
understanding how accounting firms build capabilities for AIDA adoption. The DCs
framework provides insight into the strategic capabilities firms need to develop to adopt
AIDA technologies, while the practice-based perspectives reveal how these capabilities

manifest in everyday organisational activities as they pursue digital transformation. This
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integrated approach addresses the limitations of existing research, which has often focused
either on individual competencies or on technological implementation without considering
the organisational capabilities that bridge these levels (Gulin et al., 2019; Moll and
Yigitbasioglu, 2019; Rikhardsson and Yigitbasioglu, 2018).

To adequately capture the integration of strategic and macro-level capability development
with micro-level organisational practices, a qualitative research methodology is required.
Specifically, case studies allow for the use of the DCs framework to do an in-depth
exploration of how firms sense, seize, and transform over time. Likewise, examining
everyday activities and technology enactments through the practice-based perspectives of

SAP and TIP are best understood through case studies.

Furthermore, integrating multiple theoretical perspectives to understand AIDA adoption
among accounting firms is a complex process. Case studies are especially appropriate for
this, as they enable thorough analysis of organisational phenomena within real-world
contexts. Additionally, they facilitate cross-case comparisons, which are essential for

identifying patterns across different firm types.
1.5 Research Aim, Objectives, and Questions

Building on the research problem identified and drawing on the theoretical foundations

established above, the overarching aim of this thesis is:

To explore how accounting firms build dynamic capabilities in Artificial Intelligence-

driven Analytics (AIDA) as they pursue digital transformation.

To achieve this aim, the research addresses four specific objectives through corresponding

research questions:

Objective 1: To identify the activities through which accounting firms sense and seize

opportunities for adopting AIDA technologies.

RQ1: How do accounting firms sense and seize opportunities for adopting AIDA

technologies?

This objective corresponds to the “sensing” and “seizing” components of Teece’s DCs
framework. It seeks to understand how accounting firms identify potential applications of
AIDA technologies, evaluate their strategic implications, and make decisions on how various

technologies are subsequently deployed. Understanding sensing and seizing capabilities are

19



therefore fundamental to explaining how accounting firms initially recognise AIDA

technologies’ potential and then devote adequate resources for their implementation.

Objective 2: To examine the changes in organisational structure, processes, and practices

that enable the integration of AIDA technologies in accounting firms.

RQ2: How do accounting firms reconfigure their structures, processes, and practices to

facilitate the integration of AIDA technologies?

This objective addresses the “reconfiguring/transforming” component of Teece’s framework,
focusing on how accounting firms adapt their organisations to effectively leverage AIDA
technologies. The TIP perspective supplements this by examining how AIDA technologies
become enacted in everyday organisational routines and how these enactments reshape
organisational structures, processes, and practices. Reconfiguring/Transforming capabilities
are essential for the full integration of AIDA technologies into the firm’s operations instead

of remaining isolated initiatives.

Objective 3: To investigate the rationale behind why accounting firms adopt specific AIDA

technologies over others.
RQ3: Why do accounting firms adopt specific AIDA technologies over others?

This objective explores the strategic considerations guiding accounting firms’ decisions
regarding which AIDA technologies to adopt and how to implement them. It incorporates
both the DCs framework (particularly the “sensing” aspect) and SAP to examine how firms
assess various technology alternatives and align their choices with overarching strategic
objectives. Understanding the rationale behind AIDA adoption decisions sheds light on how

firms align technological investments with their strategic objectives.

Objective 4: To assess how accounting firms overcome barriers and cultivate enablers to

drive digital transformation through AIDA technologies.

RQ4: How do accounting firms overcome barriers and cultivate enablers for digital

transformation driven by AIDA technologies?

This objective focuses on the challenges accounting firms face in adopting AIDA
technologies and the strategies they employ to circumvent these obstacles. It synthesises
perspectives from all three theories to analyse the structural impediments to AIDA adoption

and practical approaches for resolving them. Identifying barriers and enablers is crucial to
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understanding the circumstances that allow DCs for AIDA adoption to be effectively
developed and deployed.

By addressing these research objectives and questions, this thesis contributes to a deeper
understanding of how accounting firms of varying sizes and structures navigate the

challenges and opportunities of AIDA adoption as they pursue digital transformation.

1.6 Thesis Structure

The remainder of this thesis is organised as follows:

Chapter 2: Dynamic Capabilities provides the theoretical foundation for this research,
discussing the DCs framework and its relevance to AIDA adoption within the accounting
profession. It traces the evolution of strategic management theory from early approaches to
the development of the DCs framework, with particular attention to how this framework

helps explain organisational adaptation to technological disruption.

Chapter 3: Practice-Based Perspectives: Strategy-as-Practice and Technologies-in-
Practice introduces complementary theoretical perspectives that focus on the micro-level
practices through which organisational adaptation unfolds. It examines how these practice-
based theoretical lens provide insight into the concrete activities through which strategic

decisions are made and technologies are integrated into everyday organisational routines.

Chapter 4: Digital Transformation and AIDA Adoption in Accounting Firms examines
digital transformation as a strategic imperative reshaping organisational structures, processes,
and capabilities across industries. It focuses specifically on how AIDA technologies are
transforming accounting firms, exploring the challenges and opportunities these

technologies present for the profession.

Chapter 5: Conceptualisation and Problem Statement presents the aim, objectives, and
research questions in detail, developing an integrated theoretical framework that brings
together insights from the preceding literature review chapters. This framework guides the

empirical investigation that follows. The research problem statement is also presented here.

Chapter 6: Research Methodology outlines the philosophical foundations, methodological
approach, sampling strategy, data collection methods, analytical procedures, and ethical
considerations of the research. It explains and justifies the interpretivist qualitative approach

taken for this research, with particular attention to the multiple case study design.
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Chapter 7: Cross-Case Analysis and Emergent Findings presents the findings of the
empirical investigation, organised around the four research questions. It examines how
accounting firms of different types (sizes) sense and seize AIDA opportunities, reconfigure
their structures and practices, select specific technologies, and overcome barriers to

transformation.

Chapter 8: Discussion and Conclusion synthesises the empirical findings with the
theoretical frameworks established in earlier chapters, proposing the ADAPT Model. The
five stages of Assess, Design, Align, Pilot, and Transform is indicative of an adaptive and
cyclical process of how accounting firms iteratively build DCs for AIDA adoption.
Following that, it discusses the theoretical and practical implications of the findings,

acknowledges limitations, and suggests directions for future research.

Figure 1-1 is a visual representation of the structure of this thesis. It depicts the progression
of this research from theoretical foundations to empirical investigation, and culminates in
theoretical synthesis, presenting a thorough analysis of how accounting firms build DCs for

AIDA adoption as they pursue digital transformation.
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Figure 1-1: Thesis Structure Flowchart
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CHAPTER 2. DYNAMIC CAPABILITIES

2.1. Introduction: Foundations of Strategic Adaptation through Dynamic

Capabilities

To maintain their competitive advantage, enhance business performance, and sustain long-
term growth in increasingly dynamic environments, firms need to possess and continuously
develop their dynamic capabilities (DCs). These capabilities include distinctive skills,
protocols, procedures, and organisational structures that facilitate the implementation of
practical business models (Teece, 2007). There is an increasing and urgent need for such
capabilities due to rapid technological advancement and market volatility creating what
Schumpeter (1934) described as “perennial gales of creative destruction” that constantly

reshape competitive landscapes.

This chapter presents the theoretical foundation of dynamic capabilities (DCs), beginning
with their origins and core concepts. The chapter then explores how strategic management
theory evolved from early approaches to the development of the DCs framework, examining
key perspectives including the Theory of Firm Growth, Core Competences, Resource-Based
View, and Organisational Routines. Following this, the chapter examines DCs concepts in
detail, including various definitions, capability hierarchies, and Teece's (2007) sensing-
seizing-reconfiguring typology. After which, the chapter briefly explores how managers
influence the DCs process, with a focus on the role of their decision-making in driving
capability development. Finally, the chapter closes by drawing parallels between the DCs
framework and contemporary strategic management discourse, underlining its significance

for how organisations adapt to technology-driven change.

2.2. The Dynamic Capabilities framework

2.2.1. Origins and Development of DCs

Built on the concept first introduced in Teece and Pisano’s (1994) seminal work, the
framework that Teece, Pisano, and Shuen (1997) proposed is often regarded as the work that
opened the floodgates to the wide range of research in DCs today, which continues to
influence the understanding of organisational adaptation and competitive advantage (Barreto,
2010; Helfat and Peteraf, 2009; Schilke et al., 2018). Firms’ competitive advantages derived

from their resources are eroded away by dynamic market environments often typified by
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globalised competitive markets and accelerated technological progress driving new product
developments (Teece, 2007; D’ Aveni et al, 2010). As a sharp contrast to the static view of
competitive advantage from before, the DCs framework suggests that firms with DCs are
able to respond to these fast-paced changes by adapting, reconfiguring their resources or
developing new ones to stay competitive (Teece et al., 1997; Eisenhardt and Martin, 2000).
They define DCs as: “the firm’s ability to integrate, build, and reconfigure internal and

external competences to address rapidly changing environments.”

Teece et al. (1997) elaborates further that the basis of their DCs are three interrelated
elements that establishes firms’ competitive advantages: their asset positions, their
evolutionary paths, and their organisational and managerial processes. These elements
collectively form the foundation of DCs, enabling firms to reassess their market positions
and adapt more rapidly than competitors when market environments undergo significant
changes (Teece et al., 1997). When market environments are either undergoing changes or
have changed drastically, DCs enable firms to reassess their positions in the market by
adapting quicker than their competitors through the transformation of processes that then
alter the paths of how they go about doing business (Eisenhardt and Martin, 2000; Teece,
2007; Zollo and Winter, 2002).

2.2.2. Strategic Positions, Path Dependencies, and Evolutionary Processes

Firms’ strategic positions are based on their assets and their resource configuration (Teece
etal., 1997). Specifically, the DCs framework emphasises that competitive advantage comes
from how firms refresh their resource pool rather than merely accumulating resources
(Ambrosini and Bowman, 2009; Helfat et al., 2007). This is a crucial distinction as it
highlights the move from static towards dynamic conceptualisations of competitive

advantage.

The paths that firms embark on, consisting of either their trajectory based on the present and
future strategic direction or their technological opportunities both externally procured and
internally developed, have a significant impact on their organisational and managerial
processes (Teece et al., 1997: Helfat et al., 2007). When triggered by fast-paced changes in
market environments, these processes and operating routines tapping on firm resources are

modified to respond to those changes (Eisenhardt and Martin, 2000; Zollo and Winter, 2002).
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2.2.3 Core Premise and Relevance of DCs

The fundamental premise of DCs is that they enable firms to combine their processes,
positions, and paths effectively with the ultimate aim of preserving their competitive
advantage amid fluctuating market conditions (Teece et al., 1997). This combination occurs
through “asset orchestration”, a term which Helfat et al. (2007) uses to refer to the deliberate
coordination and reconfiguration of organisational assets to align with strategic goals and
respond to environmental change. Given the accelerating pace of technological
advancements driving modern business environments (Smith, 2020), the DCs framework
provides an increasingly relevant theoretical lens for examining how organisations adapt to

rapidly evolving landscapes (Warner and Wéger, 2019; Yigitbasioglu et al., 2023).

2.3. Evolution of Strategy theory

2.3.1. Early theories and “best practices”

The academic lineage of strategic management theories originates from the applied area of
business policy (Hoskisson et al., 1999; Learned et al., 1965/1969). The predominant
concern for strategic management research in the 60s was with identifying firm’s “best
practices” contributing to firm success, emphasising on internal competitive resources
(Hoskisson et al., 1999). However, due to the over-specific nature of the early strategy case
studies, insights derived from them were not easily generalisable to other firms (Learned et

al., 1965/1969).

Penrose’s (1959) theory of firm growth argues for firms’ continued success being primarily
a function of their internal and unique competitive resources. Similarly, Chandler’s (1962)
Strategy and Structure as well as Ansoff’s (1965) Corporate Strategy suggest that firm
performance was shaped by internal organisational processes and structures rather than
purely by external market forces. Characterised by their emphasis on firm-specific internal
factors and qualitative methodologies, these foundational works were termed as the “first

wave” of strategic management research by Hoskisson et al. (1999).
2.3.2. Theory of Firm Growth

Edith Penrose is widely regarded as the pioneer of recognising firms as bundles of productive
resources in The Theory of the Growth of The Firm (1959). These resources internal to the

firm went beyond just the tangible and included intangibles like managerial capacities and

26



capabilities (Hoskission et al., 1999; Rumelt, 1984; Wernerfelt, 1984). As bundles of
productive and unique resources that differentiated one from the other, firms relied upon
their internal resources to grow and diversify in the face of changes in the external market
environment (Hoskisson et al., 1999; Penrose, 1959). In fact, the Penrose’s conceptualisation

of organisational resources laid the foundations for later strategy theory developments in the

Resource-Based View (Barney, 1991; Wernerfelt, 1984)

While some studies have suggested that resources become a limiting factor for larger firms
as they are less able to tap on opportunities for sustained growth, the evidence suggests
otherwise as large firms increase their dominance as they grow rather than suffering from
diseconomies of size (Penrose, 2009). Instead, it is argued that economies of growth are
present in all firms, regardless of size. Furthermore, irrespective of how large they grow to
be, firms will still have access to economies of growth. Despite that, there are some limits
on the amount of growth firms can undertake, such as time constraints and management
capacity limits (Baum and Dahlin, 2005; Penrose, 2009). This suggests that insights from

Penrose remain relevant for contemporary strategic management research.

2.3.3. Beyond Internal Determinants of Growth

As the strategic management field evolved, attention began shifting from a primarily internal
view of the firm towards an expanded view that takes internal resources and the external
market environment into account. This was evident during the 80s-shift towards an outside-
in approach to strategy that gave rise to Porter’s Five Forces framework. Porter’s (1980)
framework became popular and achieved widespread acceptance due to its perceived
generalisability to every industry. The shift was the result of an increasing awareness that
strategy has to also involve responding to external competitive environment because firms
do not operate in isolation and thus, theories that tended to focus on what was internal to
firms could not adequately explain how firms adapt to change. However, the deterministic
approach of focusing on internal resources overlooks the strategic choices firms make as a
key contributor to firm growth (Barney, 2001). Others highlighted that firms were not just
passively accumulating resources, but actively recombine and deploy them in response to

changing market demands and strategic priorities (Hoskisson et al., 1999).

Earlier strategy models were also perceived as static, assuming a stable environment that did
not account for the uncertainty and volatility of constantly changing economic markets or

the dynamic and evolving nature of resources (Conklin and Tapp, 2000; D'Aveni et al., 2010;
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Schreyogg and Kliesch-Eberl, 2007). This static perspective also does not consider how
organisational history could be intentionally tapped on to build transformation narratives
that drive change while preserving organisational identity (Ferri and Takahashi, 2024).
Building on this broader line of thought, Priem and Butler (2001) highlighted the importance
of considering how firm resources and capabilities are shaped not only internally but also
through interaction with external market conditions. This supported a growing consensus
that internal and external factors should not be viewed as mutually exclusive from one
another but as interdependent and important to the development of firm resources and
capabilities to drive firm growth (Dierickx and Cool, 1989; Priem and Butler, 2001; Teece,
2007). Given this, a more comprehensive approach was needed to better understand the
factors driving firm growth, especially in the face of an increasingly globalised market that
brought about radical changes across many industries (Hitt et al., 1998; Hoskisson et al.,

1999).

2.3.4. Core Competences

Rapid innovations in technology and increasing globalisation brought with them an
intensified demand for strategic flexibility, a shift that compelled firms to enhance their
outside-in approach by first observing external conditions before crafting strategic solutions
(Hitt et al., 1998). This perspective gave rise to the prominence of core competencies theory
in the 1990s, which proposed that a firm’s ability to identify, cultivate, and deploy its core
competencies was essential to ensuring growth (Prahalad and Hamel, 1990, 1997). The
theory primarily focused on implementing diversification strategies through the adaptation
of best practices to new products and markets (Bakker et al., 1994; Ljungquist, 2013;
Prahalad and Hamel, 1990, 1997).

At the heart of competitive advantage, core competencies theory asserts that management’s
capacity to integrate firm-wide technologies with production proficiencies represents the
true source of advantage when changing circumstances compel firms to adapt (Prahalad and
Hamel, 1990, 1997). Core competencies emerge from the integration of skills and knowledge
shared across business units throughout the organisation (Javidan, 1998). These
competencies develop through collective and continuous organisational learning, requiring
ongoing refinement to maintain their effectiveness (Lei et al., 1996). While resources
constitute key inputs in a firm’s value chain, they contribute minimal value unless leveraged

across the organisation in the form of core competencies (Javidan, 1998). Consequently,
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when firms successfully identify their core competencies, they can achieve competitive

advantage by utilising their resources effectively (Prahalad and Hamel, 1990, 1997).

However, with the increase in technological breakthroughs that came with and also
accelerated globalisation, competition intensified across many industries (Hoskisson et al.,
1999). This development led to criticism of the core competencies theory not accounting for
market dynamism, thereby losing its relevance (Ljungquist, 2013). Moreover, organisations
often faced difficulties when trying to implement core competences practically due to the
theory’s ambiguity and lack of clarity (Javidan, 1998; Torkkeli and Tuominen, 2002;
Ljungquist, 2013). What resulted then was a tendency to focus narrowly on their established
strengths in hopes of succeeding. Unfortunately, this oversimplified approach sometimes
resulted in what Leonard-Barton (1992) identified to be paradox where core competencies,

instead of fostering development actually inhibited the firm, transforming into core rigidities.
2.3.5. Resource-Based View (RBYV)

Concurrent with the rise of core competencies theory is the notion that resources play a big
part in enabling firms to gain competitive advantage (Prahalad and Hamel, 1990, 1997). The
Resource-Based View (RBV) emerged as a dominant paradigm during the 1990s, seeking to
explain the role that internal resources and capabilities play in sustaining competitiveness
(Hoskisson et al., 1999; Peteraf, 1993). With Birger Wernerfelt’s (1984) “A Resource-based
View of the Firm”, the RBV seemingly emerged as a new conceptualisation within strategic
management research (Zajac, 1995). The concept of firms as bundles of resources, however,
was not a new one and couldbe traced back to Penrose’s (1959) theory of firm growth. Closer
examination of the RBV reveals clear connections to Penrose’s work, particularly regarding
the relationship between resources and firm performance, as well as how these resources

distinguish firms from one another.

Although Wernerfelt’s (1984) work tended to present the RBV in abstract, theoretical terms,
it nevertheless paved the way for subsequent strategic management scholars to further
examine the relationship between resources and profitability (Wernerfelt, 1995). One of
which is was Jay Barney (1991), who proposed a simple yet comprehensive framework
suggesting that for firms to tap into the competitive advantage afforded to them through their
bundles of resources and capabilities, these bundles needed to be Valuable, Rare, have
imperfect Imitability, and Non-substitutable (VRIN). Resources are valuable when they
enable firms to capitalise on opportunities or counter threats in competitive business

environments. Firms gain the upper hand over competitors when they have access to
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resources that are rare or perceived as such. Ideal resources should not be readily imitated or
acquired by competitors without significant costs. Similarly, they should not have readily

available substitutes (hence non-substitutable).

There are varying definitions of resources across literature. They are sometimes defined as
activities and capabilities (Barney, 1991) while elsewhere, resources and capabilities are
referred to distinctly from each other but collectively as strategic assets (Amit and
Schoemaker, 1993). Others break down resources into tangible (financial and physical),
intangible (organisational), and people-based skills (employee expertise) whilst identifying
two types of capabilities, namely functional and strategic, which ties in with core
competencies theory (Grant, 1991). Building on this, the distinction between resources and
capabilities has also been based on related activities, namely resource-picking and capability
building (Makadok, 2001). Another key difference noted in literature is that capabilities need
to be cultivated and unlike resources, cannot be bought (Teece et al., 1997). Despite these
descriptive differences in the definitions of resources and capabilities, the RBV typically
bundles them together based on the argument that them under the argument that firms must
acquire and manage VRIN resources and capabilities to sustain competitive advantage (Amit

and Schoemaker, 1993; Barney, 1991; Hoskisson et al., 1999).

At the core of RBV, resource-picking needs to precede capability-building (Makadok, 2001)
and consequently, this means that development of firm capabilities depends on the
consolidation of firm resources. As such, it is essential that firms acquire and consolidate
resources, while offloading undesirable ones, to assemble a resource portfolio that is
effective (Peteraf, 2005). They will then be able to respond and adapt to changes in

unpredictable circumstances (Winter, 2003).

While the RBV provided valuable insights into how firms could utilise their resources to
achieve and sustain competitive advantage, it soon faced a fair share of critiques (Barney,
2001). One limitation was its tendency to overlook factors surrounding resources, assuming
that they simply existed without considering how resources and capabilities might be
acquired or developed (Stinchcombe, 2000). It also proved to be inadequate for explaining
how and why specific firms are capable of reacting promptly to unpredictable changes
(Eisenhardt and Martin, 2000). Furthermore, due to the ambiguity of how resources are
defined, the term “resources” often ended up becoming a catch-all that does not sufficiently
distinguish between resources held by firms and the capabilities needed to capitalise on those

resources (Amit and Schoemaker, 1993).
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Moreover, the RBV may appear to be static and thereby limited in its explanation of
competitive advantage in changing business environments (Priem and Butler, 2001). Its
practical significance has also been questioned, as it offers limited guidance on what
managers should do regarding strategic assets management (Connor, 2002). In addition, the
RBYV may overstate the measure of control that managers have on resources (McGuiness and
Morgan, 2000), which has been referred to as an “illusion of total control” that is unlikely to
exist in practice (Kraaijenbrink et al., 2010). Following on from Priem and Butler’s (2001)
critique on RBV’s assumption on the static nature of resources, questions have also been
raised about whether the sustained competitive advantage that these resources supposedly

provide is realistically attainable in the long run (Kraaijenbrink et al., 2010).

While the RBV advocates for organisations to look inward to discover sources of
competitive advantage rather than focusing on competitive environments (Barney, 1991), it
neglects the dynamic environment which, as Teece (2007) argues, encompasses a broader
collection of firms and individuals, including customers. It also disregards the risks of
resource obsolescence (Thornhill and Amit, 2003) that may stifle innovation initiatives and

impede firm growth (Leonard-Barton, 1992).
2.3.6. Organisational Routines

Resource-picking and capability-building are examples of organisational routines because
they are activities consistently carried out to sustain the functioning of firms (Cyert and
March, 1963; Nelson and Winter, 1985; Stene, 1940). These routines are temporary
structures with recurring behavioural patterns but can also be subject to changes in
circumstances (Becker, 2001; Winter, 1964). In addition, routines represent collections of
distinct activities performed by multiple individuals, with the emphasis placed on the
activities rather than the individuals performing them (Feldman and Pentland, 2003; Felin

and Hesterley, 2007; Pentland, 2011).

Although organisational routines have traditionally been associated with lack of flexibility
and viewed as stable and rigid (Nelson and Winter, 1985), the duality of their ostensive and
performative aspects suggests that they can be sources of change and flexibility (Feldman
and Pentland, 2003). It is precisely the stability afforded by organisational routines that
enables firms to maintain their current capabilities while simultaneously responding to

environmental changes (Barney and Felin, 2013; Feldman et al., 2016; Teece, 2007).
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Organisational routines sustain a firm’s operational functioning and underpin both “zero-
order” organisational resources and “first-order” organisational capabilities (Wang and
Ahmed, 2007). There is a symbiotic link between resources and routines: resources are
foundational to routines while routines influence how resources are accumulated and used
by firms (Barney and Felin, 2013). Both elements constitute integral components of the
microfoundations of capabilities that enable firms to adapt to dynamic market environments.
This perspective is further reinforced by Feldman and Pentland’s (2003) conceptualisation
of routines as “generative systems” that can produce diverse performances while maintaining
recognisable patterns. Such generative quality becomes particularly valuable when firms
need to adapt established routines to changing circumstances without completely

abandoning their operational foundations (D’Adderio, 2008; Becker, 2004).
2.3.7. The Need for Flexibility to Adapt to Changing Market Environments

As globalisation continues to accelerate, the phenomenon of technology-enabled disruptions
driven by new market entrants causing upheaval for incumbent firms has been thoroughly
documented (Bower and Christensen, 1995; Christensen, 1997; 2006; Christensen et al.,
2018). Within this landscape of disruption, Al and other cognitive technologies have become
key enablers to the digital transformation of firms, allowing firms to develop more efficient
operations, smarter decision-making capabilities, and innovative business models that
further accelerate market disruption (Davenport, 2018). With their competitive advantage at
stake, incumbent firms eventually find themselves compelled to adopt these disruptive

technologies (Rogers, 2003).

While combining Core Competencies and RBV frameworks can provide organisations with
a comprehensive approach to assessing firm-wide capabilities and explaining resource
utilisation for achieving and sustaining competitive advantage in the face of Al and other
cognitive technologies, these frameworks share a common limitation. Critics question their
applicability due to insufficient consideration of market dynamics (Conklin and Tapp, 2000;
Ljungquist, 2013; Priem and Butler, 2001). Though competitive advantage can indeed be
achieved and sustained through static resources in static business environments (Barney,

2001), dynamic business environments demand a new perspective (Teece and Pisano, 1994).

When radical shifts occur in market environments, firms must reconfigure their capabilities
because they no longer possess competitive advantage based on their previous assets
(Schilke, 2014). The influential work of Teece et al. (1997) proposed the DCs framework to

address this critical gap in strategic management theory. Their framework has since been
32



elaborated upon by numerous scholars (Eisenhardt and Martin, 2000; Helfat et al., 2007;
Teece, 2007, 2018) and has become the dominant perspective for understanding how firms
adapt to unpredictable environments (Schilke et al., 2018; Wilden et al., 2016; Peteraf et al.,
2013).

2.4. Dynamic Capabilities Concepts

2.4.1. Core Tenets of DCs

The DCs framework builds upon Core Competencies and RBV, drawing from foundational
tenets such as behavioural theory (Cyert and March, 1963), transaction cost theory

(Williamson, 1975, 1985), and evolutionary theory (Nelson and Winter, 1984).

Behavioural theory conceptualises businesses and organisations as political systems where
decisions are made based on how individuals and groups behave and interact with each other
(Cyert and March, 1963). According to this theory, firms’ operational goals are reflections
of various internal stakeholder demands and thus, the political coalitions formed among
these stakeholders will impact how decisions relating to firm performance are made (Augier
and Teece, 2008). Given that, behavioural theory forms the basis of firms looking inward to
individuals and their group affiliations in search of what might help them achieve
competitive advantage through developing DCs (Teece, 2007; Zollo and Winter, 2002). This
focus on internal decision-making processes echoes the emphasis on managerial cognition
as a critical component of strategic adaptation, particularly when organisations face

unfamiliar or ambiguous environmental conditions (Gavetti, 2005).

Transaction cost theory seeks to explain why firms exist through the hypothesis that markets
and hierarchies represent alternative governing structures for transactions to be carried out
(Williamson, 1975, 1985). Williamson’s theory argues that firms would choose the most
efficient outcome of minimising transaction costs by weighing the pros and cons of external
transactions with that of internalised ones (Hoskisson et al., 1999). The theory’s focus is on
crucial elements in management such as governance and structure but they are insufficient
in driving long-term competitive advantage (Augier and Teece, 2008). Despite this,
transaction cost theory’s emphasis on internalising transactions when it is economically
advantageous to do so shines the spotlight on the firm itself. This is similarly crucial to the
emphasis on continuously developing and reconfiguring firm-specific assets in the DCs

framework (Teece, 2007).
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The evolutionary view of the firm proposed by Nelson and Winter (1985) brings together
Schumpeter’s (1934) assertion for the necessity of bounded rationality in firm decision-
making, profit maximisation in firm theory (Alchian, 1950, 1953; Penrose, 1952, 1953), and
behavioural theory (Cyert and March, 1963). It considers the primary goal of a firm to be
pursuing profits through creating and accumulating valuable knowledge assets by
undergoing a learning process (Augier and Teece, 2008). Drawing on Penrose’s (1959)
theory of firm growth, evolutionary theory suggests that this learning process ensures firms

adapt when external environments change (Nelson and Winter, 1985).

Therefore, evolutionary theory sets the baseline for firms being highly adaptable to change
which the DCs framework builds upon by focusing on specific capabilities that are needed
to sustain adaptability (Augier and Teece, 2008; Winter, 2003). This viewpoint corresponds
with the idea that firms cultivate path-dependent learning trajectories, accumulating
knowledge and capabilities that impacts their future adaptive ability (Vergne and Durand,
2011; Zollo and Winter, 2002).

2.4.2. Definitions of DCs

Teece et al.’s (1997) DCs framework established a foundation for subsequent researchers to
expand upon. Focusing on superior performance as the primary purpose of DCs, Zollo and
Winter (2002) define them as “a learned and stable pattern of collective activity through
which the organisation systematically generates and modifies its operating routines in
pursuit of improved effectiveness.” Similarly, Helfat et al. (2007) characterise DCs simply
as “the capacity of an organisation to purposefully create, extend or modify its resource base.”
Though seemingly different, Eisenhardt and Martin’s (2000) reconceptualised definition:
“the firm’s processes that use resources—specifically the processes to integrate, reconfigure,
gain and release resources—to match and even create market change; DCs thus are the
organisational and strategic routines by which firms achieve new resource configurations as
markets emerge, collide, split, evolve, and die” is still an adaptation of Teece et al. (1997),

except that it avoids drawing a direct link between DCs and firm performance.

The common thread running through early DCs literature like Teece et al. (1997), Eisenhardt
and Martin (2000), and Zollo and Winter (2002) is their assertion that DCs are well-defined
organisational processes or routines that are path-dependent. These organisational processes
tend to be entrenched within firms and, when confronted with changing market conditions,
will be relied upon to develop new competencies through the reconfiguring of firms’

resource base, including acquiring and integrating new resources with existing ones (Helfat
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et al., 2007). Furthermore, unlike some assets and resources, DCs need to be developed as
they cannot be bought (Makadok, 2001; Teece et al., 1997). This distinction underscores the
idiosyncratic nature of DCs, which develop through firm-specific learning paths (Barreto,
2010; Easterby-Smith and Prieto, 2008) and are shaped by the unique past experiences of
each firm (Vergne and Durand, 2011).

To be considered as employing DCs, firms ought to be involved in deliberate
implementations rather than spontaneous reactions where they adapt haphazardly to crises
(Helfat et al., 2007; Zollo and Winter, 2002). DCs should therefore have patterned and
repeatable elements involving strategic change, resource formulation, and the deliberate
modification of firms’ resource bases (Ambrosini and Bowman, 2009). However, not all
changes should be attributed to DCs as some of them are not planned (Winter, 2003) and
could have been implemented by luck (Barney, 1991). The distinction between purposeful
adaptation and reactive response suggests how DCs are intentional and structured in nature
as opposed to impulsive problem-solving or improvisation (Winter, 2003; Zollo and Winter,
2002). The focus on intentionality also highlights the significance of managerial agency in

the development and deployment of DCs (Helfat and Peteraf, 2015; Adner and Helfat, 2003).

Extending the DCs framework, Teece (2007) identifies three cognitive meta-capabilities,
“where DCs can be disaggregated into the capacity to (1) sense and shape opportunities and
threats, (2) seize opportunities, and (3) maintain competitiveness through enhancing,
combining, protecting, and, when necessary, reconfiguring the business enterprise’s
intangible and tangible assets.” This expanded framework is a subtle reference to the RBV
(Barney, 1991) and the competencies that allow firms to achieve competitive advantage
while also building upon Teece et al.’s (1997) earlier definition on the need to adapt in order
to sustain these competencies. Teece’s (2007) conceptualisation has gained considerable
traction in subsequent research, as evidenced by Wilden et al.’s (2016) systematic review
confirming the sensing-seizing-reconfiguring framework’s strong explanatory power across
diverse contexts and Fainshmidt et al.’s (2016) meta-analysis demonstrating statistically
significant positive relationships between these capabilities and firm performance. It remains
one of the most influential frameworks for understanding the specific capabilities that enable

firms to adapt to environmental changes (Schilke et al., 2018; Peteraf et al., 2013).

A consistent theme throughout most DCs literature is the omnipresence of change. Firms
deploy DCs to detect market environment changes early so they can promptly respond by

modifying operating routines to accommodate such changes (Wilhelm et al., 2015). Radical
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alterations to organisational routines and resource reallocation exemplify how DCs enable
firms to seize opportunities in response to changes (Easterby-Smith et al., 2009). DCs
operate on the foundation of such routines and are influenced by learning mechanisms that
facilitate routine adaptation with the aim of enhancing firm performance during periods of
change. This relationship between DCs and organisational learning has been extensively
explored by scholars who emphasise that knowledge articulation, codification, and the
development of absorptive capacity are integral to the development of DCs (Zahra and
George, 2002; Zollo and Winter, 2002; Easterby-Smith and Prieto, 2008). These learning
mechanisms enable firms to identify relevant knowledge from beyond their domain, make
sense of it, and put it into practice so as to create business value (Cohen and Levinthal, 1990).
This is a crucial ability to have in fast-changing business environments where the
understanding and applying of new insights quickly can mean the difference between

thriving and failing (Zahra and George, 2002).

2.4.3. Enhancing Firm Performance and Deriving Competitive Advantage

through DCs

Peteraf and Barney (2003) tap on empirical evidence to draw the link between firm
performance and competitive advantage. Contrary to Winter’s (1995) observation that
competitive advantage is commonly interpreted as “superior financial performance,” Peteraf
and Barney (2003) instead define competitive advantage as “a more fundamental type of
competitive edge.” They further elaborate that the extent of competitive advantage provides
an indication of a firm’s capacity to outperform its competitors. This ties in with the view
that DCs focus on a firm’s ability to refresh its resource pool when impacted by environment
changes, with the aims of achieving competitive advantage and enhancing firm performance
(Ambrosini and Bowman, 2009). Their view captures an important distinction that while
strong financial results can be a sign of competitive advantage, they are just the tangible
outcomes rather than the core of what actually gives firms and edge in the competitive

market (Peteraf and Barney, 2003; Barney and Clark, 2007).

One core tenet of the DCs framework is that DCs lead to improved firm performance (Helfat
et al., 2007). Fainshmidt et al. (2016) uses meta-analysis to empirically assess this
relationship and found that DCs did in fact have a positive impact on firm performance.
However, they noted that standalone capabilities may not afford firms the sensitivity to react
quickly to environmental changes, especially when those changes are complex. Such

instances would instead require collective sets of DCs to ensure that firms can respond to
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the changes appropriately. Pezeshkan et. al.’s (2016) vote-count analysis, likewise, found
that there is a positive and significant link between DCs and firm performance (60% on
empirical testing). Longitudinal studies such as Wilden et al. (2013) provide additional
evidence that organisational structure and firm strategy play key mediating roles in how DCs
translate into firm performance, highlighting the importance of context in determining when

and how these capabilities deliver value.

Since Zollo and Winter’s (2002) learning mechanisms of (i) experience accumulation, (ii)
knowledge articulation, and (iii) knowledge codification have crucial roles to play in the
forming of and improving of DCs, then by extension of the link between firm performance
and competitive advantage (Peteraf and Barney, 2003) as well as DCs and firm performance
(Fainshmidt et al., 2016; Helfat et al., 2007; Pezeshkan et. al., 2016), these learning
mechanisms can facilitate continued growth in both firm performance and competitive
advantage. The relationship between learning mechanisms and DCs is clarified through
integrative work that proposes knowledge management as the bridge between how
organisations learn and how they develop DCs (Easterby-Smith and Prieto, 2008). Their
framework suggests that effective knowledge management allows firms to translate their
learning into capabilities that can practically drive competitive advantage, reinforcing the
importance of intentional learning to cultivate DCs (Zollo and Winter, 2002; Eisenhardt and

Martin, 2000).

In Winter (2003), a distinction is drawn between zero-level ordinary capabilities (OCs),
those that enable firms to “make a living”, and DCs (“those that operate to extend, modify
or create OCs”). He noted that DCs would entail significantly higher costs since they tend
to involve longer-term commitments to specific resources while OCs are tapped on for
solving ad-hoc problems and carry lighter cost burdens since they disappear once the
problem has been solved. Both Lavie (2006) and Pablo et al. (2007) have also addressed the
cost of DCs, particularly the hefty “cognitive, managerial, and operational costs” that arise
from their deployment where substantial commitment (time and energy) is needed from
managers. If managers misinterpret the firm’s situation and environment, inappropriate DCs
might be deployed, incurring costs rather than strengthening or preserving firm performance
(Zahra et al., 2006). Consequently, they assert that the firm would have to bear both the costs
of deploying DCs as well as the fallout from misapplied DCs. This inherent tension mirrors
the “capability-rigidity paradox” where the structure that makes capabilities reliable and

efficient also limits an organisation’s ability to adapt, a contradiction that becomes especially

37



problematic in the face of rapidly changing environments (Schreydgg and Kliesch-Eberl,

2007).

Establishing and sustaining DCs often involves considerable costs that could potentially
negatively affect firm performance, making it critically important for firms to carefully
balance practical benefits with the resources required to deploy them (Schilke, 2014). As
such, it is imperative for managers to be well-versed in the enabling and inhibiting triggers
of DCs: correctly interpreting information gathered from scanning the business context,
decisively deploying suitable DCs, and implementing them in a timely fashion (Ambrosini
and Bowman, 2009). This echoes the observation that the line distinguishing OCs from DCs
is often blurred in real-world settings, implying that successful firms must skilfully combine
both capabilities to sustain strong performance amidst changes in the business environment

(Helfat and Winter, 2011).

When faced with growing demand for products and services, DCs can influence firm
activities and collectively impact the process of developing and producing them to pave the
way for increased profits (Teece, 2014b) and, by extension, enhance firm performance. With
DCs, resources are transformed substantially and are converted into competitive advantage
(Wu, 2006). Without DCs, these resources would not have translated into improved firm
performance (Zollo and Winter, 2002). In this context, building up robust DCs becomes
crucial as it allows firms to gain the upper hand over their industry rivals, particularly those
that are overly focused on pre-existing resources, stagnating, not empowering entrepreneurs
and change agents, neglecting changes in consumer behaviour, or prioritising efficiency over
innovation (Teece, 2014b). These DCs are then able to boost firm performance through

productively building and renewing resources and assets (both internally and externally).

On their own, strong DCs are unlikely to bring about competitive advantage because other
factors such as idiosyncratic resources and good strategy also play key roles when combined
with DCs (Teece, 2014a). Pre-existing synergies ensure more timely and prudent use of DCs
through integration into firm activities while temporary advantages help firms shift quickly
to achieve new short-term gains over competitors. Tapping into these two areas enables firms
to develop and continuously enhance their resource configurations to bring about
competitive advantage (Eisenhardt and Martin, 2000). As such, while DCs are essential for
building competitive advantage, it is not enough to just rely on them alone. This view that
competitive advantage requires multiple complementary factors corresponds with the

capability lifecycle concept, which explains how capabilities progress through distinct stages
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and can branch into different paths when confronted with events like market disruptions or

technological shifts (Helfat and Peteraf, 2003).

Using Lengnick-Hall and Wolff’s (1999) logic of leverage, Eisenhardt and Martin (2000)
conceptualise DCs to be tools that alter, utilise, and even reinforce existing resource
configurations such that the firm’s position is strengthened. DCs can also be leveraged on to
help develop new resource configurations, facilitating shifts into new competitive positions,
following Karim and Mitchell’s (2000) logic of change. Ultimately, Eisenhardt and Martin
(2000) advocates for the need to combine strategic logics in response to dynamic markets
with the goal of achieving long-term competitive advantage. The dual role of DCs in
simultaneously enhancing existing resources and creating entirely new configurations
captures how firms have to manage the competing tension of leveraging on current
capabilities and exploring new opportunities (March, 1991; O’Reilly and Tushman, 2007,
2008), a balancing act that is critical in environments defined by accelerating technological
change. This is all the more important for firms undergoing digital transformation as they
must continuously adjust their processes to manage tensions between digital strategy and

existing resources (Yeow et al., 2018).

Achieving long-term competitive success for firms requires not just technical competence
but also enterprising and developmental competence (Teece, 2014b). Firms’ top
management teams are the primary drivers of exemplifying DCs and will require
entrepreneurial management (Ambrosini and Bowman, 2009; Teece, 2007). While tensions
exist among the three meta-capabilities because the managerial skills required for each often
differ, firms must establish and utilise them concurrently to succeed (Helfat and Peteraf,
2003; Teece, 2007). This aligns with Raft’s (2000) view that strategies driving capabilities
development enhance firms’ competitive positions. Referring to Teece’s (2007) typology,
developing capabilities to identify and seize new business opportunities while transforming
the resource base enables firms to build corporate strategies delivering sustainable
competitive advantage. Teece (2014) refines this further by arguing that DCs’ pivotal value
lies in their potential to help firms regularly engage in typical entrepreneurial pursuits, such
as identifying unfulfilled customer demands and tapping on resources to fulfil those demands,
because these activities help create long-term competitive advantage. The concept of
“entrepreneurial asset orchestration” extends this view, highlighting how firms can
effectively coordinate resources and capabilities in dynamic environments shaped by digital

transformation and platform-based competition (Teece, 2016, 2018).
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Hyper-competition has led to competitive advantage becoming harder to sustain over time
(Wiggins and Ruefli, 2005) and this is further exacerbated by the rapid rise of Al and other
cognitive technologies that are accelerating the pace of change and disruption (Davenport,
2018). In such environments, Baretto (2010) argues that successive advantages attained over
a period are what sustain competitive advantage, rather than individual standalone
advantages, which is similar to Eisenhardt and Martin’s (2000) perspective on temporary
advantages. The concept of “transient advantage” subsequently elaborated on this
perspective, suggesting that firms in hypercompetitive environments must continuously
launch new strategic initiatives instead of attempting to sustain a single competitive position

indefinitely (D’Aveni et al., 2010).

Schilke et al.’s (2014) empirical analysis adopted an OLS regression methodology that
derived a non-linear inverse U-shape moderation where under intermediate levels of
dynamism, the correlation between DCs and competitive advantage is strongest, but the
relationship is comparatively weaker under low or high dynamism levels. This implies that
DCs can indeed provide competitive advantage, but the impact is subject to the
environmental dynamism level that the firm is exposed to. These findings validate Baretto’s
(2010) assertion that firms ought to be dynamic in response to swift changes in the
environment so that successive temporary advantages can be built, which then contributes
to sustained competitive advantage. These results also support Eisenhardt and Martin’s
(2000) distinction between DCs in moderately dynamic versus high-velocity markets, where
the former feature predictable change patterns and reliance on existing knowledge, while the
latter involve unpredictable changes requiring experiential, iterative processes to develop

new knowledge.

Substantial evidence indicates that DCs can enhance firm performance and sustain
competitive advantage. The significance of DCs makes distinguishing them from OCs
imperative (Pavlou and El Sawy, 2011; Zollo and Winter, 2002) in helping managers
determine the suitability of each for achieving specific objectives (Zahra et al., 2006). While
their differences were briefly mentioned above with reference to Winter (2003), a more

detailed comparison of the two is needed to establish clear distinctions.
2.4.4. Order of Capabilities

According to Teece (2014), OCs can be benchmarked against best practices because they
are operational in nature and constitute what Winter (2003) terms “zero-order capabilities”

that directly impact current firm performance. These OCs also tend to be routine in nature
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as they involve activities that keep firm operations running on a daily basis (Collis and
Montgomery, 1995; Teece, 2008). One example is supply chain management capabilities
that allows a firm to manage its procurement process in a cost-efficient manner, produce its

goods or products effectively, and then deliver with precision (Golicic and Smith, 2003).

In contrast, DCs are referred to as capabilities of a higher-order that are deployed specifically
in response to market environment changes to reconfigure OCs (Zollo and Winter, 2002).
Empirical examples of DCs include: research and development activities which were ramped
up in response to market price changes in the US petroleum industry (Helfat, 1997); product
innovation in high-tech firms, driven by continuous technological evolution (Danneels,
2002); and diversification of accounting firms into related services that are beyond typical
accountancy services to adapt to the requirements of environmental changes (Deoving and
Gooderham, 2008). These examples show that DCs are deliberate and strategic in nature, as

opposed to OCs which are focused on operational workflows (Winter, 2003; Teece, 2014a).

Beyond the seemingly binary distinction between OCs and DCs (Winter, 2003), it has been
suggested that firm capabilities can be categorised into a hierarchical structure with four

levels (Wang and Ahmed, 2007):

At “zero-order” are resources, which form the core of any firm’s operations. While resources
exhibiting VRIN characteristics can give firms competitive advantage (Barney, 2001), these
are not sustainable in the long-term. Next in line are “first-order” capabilities, which lead to
improved firm performance and come about from the deployment of resources. “Second-
order” core capabilities refer to resources and capabilities that are bundled together and are
essential to firms’ competitive advantage. However, due to changes in the environment, they
can become core rigidities instead (Leonard-Barton, 1992). Finally, the “third-order” DCs
represent the highest order of organisational capabilities, vital to long-term firm performance
and hence the most value-adding to firms. It is further suggested that each capability order
depends on its preceding order being well-managed before the next can be tapped on (Hine
et al., 2014). This hierarchical structure outlines the relationship between resources,

operational capabilities, and DCs, underlining the layered nature of organisational adaptation.

While this hierarchy divides capabilities down in a well-defined manner, some have argued
against this granular typology, either contending that differentiating OCs from DCs is
already adequate (Teece, 2014a) or suggesting that the dividing lines between each
capability order are often blurred due to the perpetual nature of change (Helfat and Winter,

2011). The distinction between OCs and DCs by Winter (2003) already offers much clarity
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in that OCs are used to support the firm’s day-to-day operating routines while DCs are
intended to modify these routines to respond effectively to rapid changes in the business
environment. Since it is of greater importance in this research to identify the DCs that enable
AIDA adoption and drive digital transformation in accounting firms, the focus should be on
DCs themselves. Since Teece’s (2007) typology represents the most used in DCs research
(Schilke et al. 2018), this research will be underpinned by the sensing, seizing, and

reconfiguring/transforming framework.

2.4.5. Classes of DCs — Sensing, Seizing, and Reconfiguring/Transforming

(Teece, 2007)

Having already established the correlation between firms having DCs and the rapidly
changing nature of the environments that they operate in (Teece et al., 1997), Teece (2007)
extends this further by proposing that this link is even more pronounced and relevant for
multinational corporations in global markets where there is greater impact from changes in
competitor behaviour, consumer needs, and technology. Building on the foundations of
Teece et al. (1997), the focus turned to explaining the factors facilitating swift deployment
and development of resources and capabilities to remain competitive (Teece, 2007; 2012).
By integrating social and behavioural sciences with economic evolutionary theory, Teece
(2007) proposed three sequential component -capabilities: Sensing, Seizing, and

Reconfiguring (Feiler and Teece, 2014).
Sensing

A firm’s sensing capabilities can be seen as its capacity to recognise and analyse changes in
the external market environment (Teece, 2007). Examples of such changes include
advancements in technology, changes in customer preferences, fluctuations in the market,
and even competitor activity. Firms must be able to sense market changes and adapt
appropriately to preserve their competitive advantage (Barney, 2001; Helfat et al., 2007).
Sensing involves managers scanning the environment, discovering new opportunities,
interpreting new information, and integrating knowledge as they respond to the challenges
posed by market changes (Eisenhardt and Martin, 2000). The search for new opportunities
typically depends on how much access to information a firm has, and having a greater range
of sources can help them better detect new changes in the market (O’Reilly and Tushman,
2007, 2008). Information gathered on any changes requires interpretation and assessment of
their significance before the firm can decide on what should be done next. The sensing

component would include activities such as environmental scanning, market intelligence,
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and technological forecasting (Day, 1994; Teece, 2007), as well as exploratory processes
like experimenting, prototyping, and scenario planning (McGrath, 2010; Rohrbeck, 2012).
The effectiveness of these sensing activities ultimately depends on the firm’s absorptive
capacity, which determines how well it can identify valuable external information,
incorporate it into existing knowledge structures, and apply it practically into its operations

to gain competitive advantage (Cohen and Levinthal, 1990; Zahra and George, 2002).
Seizing

After addressing the sensed opportunities, the next step for a firm is to seize these
opportunities swiftly and decisively. Seizing capabilities give firms greater agility and
flexibility to mobilise their resources for the development of relevant products, services, and
processes (Teece, 2007). Given the uncertainty that is associated with new opportunities,
risk tolerance plays a crucial role in whether a firm can leverage on them. Firms with
excessive risk aversion may sense opportunities but fail to seize them due to fear of losses.
On the other hand, firms with a greater willingness to take risks and are more prone to
making swift decisions have a higher likelihood of thriving in rapidly changing markets
(Eisenhardt and Martin, 2000; McGrath and MacMillan, 2000). That being said, there may
be a danger of excessive optimism that could result in poor returns on investments. Therefore,
firms must establish a fine balance through effective risk management as they formulate
strategies to seize opportunities. Beyond risk management, seizing also involves crucial
decision-making processes about business models, resource allocation, and strategic
investments that determine how firms take advantage of the identified opportunities (Teece,
2007, 2018), alongside governance structures that facilitate quick decision-making and
implementation (Augier and Teece, 2009; Wilden et al., 2013). Firms’ capacities to commit
resources decisively while preserving strategic flexibility thus emerge as critical components

of effective seizing capabilities (Eisenhardt and Martin, 2000; Teece, 2007).
Reconfiguring/Transforming

The final class of capabilities, originally termed as “reconfiguring” in Teece (2007), is also
described as transforming capabilities (Teece and Leih, 2015). These capabilities involve
making significant changes to firm resources and capabilities so they can adapt to changing
market environments. Although often used interchangeably, Teece’s more recent work uses
“transforming” more prominently over “reconfiguring” likely due to the rising prominence
of the digital economy and the radical changes it brings (Teece, 2016). Such changes are

often drastic and disruptive, hence requiring firms to be transformative and go beyond
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merely reconfiguring their assets (Teece, 2018). In addition, how quickly firms respond to
changes by realigning their resources and capabilities to match their corporate strategy is a
measure of how strong their transforming capabilities are (Teece, 2014a). Another key
aspect of transforming is turning to acquisitions when the internal reconfigurations are
insufficient to fill the gap and new resources and capabilities are needed (Karim and Mitchell,
2000). Acquisitions can help firms look beyond their core competencies that may have
become core rigidities due to changes in the external environment (Leonard-Barton, 1992).
With acquisitions in place, firms can combine these co-specialised assets with their existing
resources to maximise profits, derive cost savings, and create new products (Teece, 2007).
These integrations help firms develop new resource configurations that create value as they
transform and adapt to market environment changes. Effective transforming capabilities also
depends on organisational learning processes that foster the continuous renewal of
capabilities (Zollo and Winter, 2002; Easterby-Smith and Prieto, 2008), as well as leadership
approaches that drive change while addressing resistance throughout the organisation (Helfat
and Peteraf, 2015; Teece, 2007). The ability to transform organisational identity and culture
to support strategic shifts represents another essential dimension of transforming capabilities

(Teece, 2007; O’Reilly and Tushman, 2007, 2008).

For the purposes of this research, the terms ‘reconfiguring’ and ‘transforming’ will be used
interchangeably to refer to this third component of the DCs framework. While recognising
Teece’s semantic shift towards ‘transforming’ in his more recent work to emphasise the
radical nature of change in digital economies (Teece, 2018), both terms capture the essential
process of modifying organisational resources and capabilities in response to environmental
shifts. This approach acknowledges the conceptual continuity in Teece’s work while
remaining consistent with the broader DCs literature that continues to reference both terms
(Barreto, 2010; Helfat and Peteraf, 2003). When discussing specific authors’ contributions,

their original terminology will be preserved to maintain fidelity to their conceptual framing.

In the context of technological disruption, such as the rise of AIDA, these three classes of
capabilities—sensing, seizing, and transforming—provide a structured framework for
understanding how organisations detect technological opportunities, make strategic
decisions about technology adoption, and transform their operations to leverage these
technologies effectively (Warner and Wiger, 2019; Vial, 2019, 2021). Studies of service-
oriented organisations have shown that successful digital transformation depends on routines
enabling knowledge acquisition, stakeholder interaction, and change orchestration across
these capability dimensions (Ellstrom et al., 2021). This tripartite framework has gained

44



considerable empirical support through studies demonstrating its relevance across various
industries and environmental contexts (Fainshmidt et al., 2016; Wilden et al., 2016; Schilke

etal., 2018).

2.5 The Manager’s Role in the DCs Process

In response to signals of change in the environment, DCs are the capabilities that managers
rely on to sense for opportunities, seize upon them, and reconfigure firm resources and
capabilities (Eisenhardt and Martin, 2000; Martin and Bachrach, 2018). These managers also
play a crucial role in ensuring that DCs are operationalised into their firms (Helfat and
Peteraf, 2015; Teece, 2007). Given that, each of the three classes of capabilities from Teece’s
(2007) DCs framework requires significant managerial involvement to ensure that DCs are

operationalised.

Senior management are often relied upon to sense market shifts and to have the problem-
solving skills to address these shifts (Teece, 2007). Furthermore, managers having the ability
to override dysfunctionality entrenched within their firms through decision-making
processes is also deemed as a DC. Since management decision-making guides a firm’s
strategy, this then translates to varying firm performance (Beck and Wiersema, 2013). This
perspective resonates with “dynamic managerial capabilities” as conceptualised by Helfat
and Peteraf (2003) to describe the ability of managers to create, extend, and adapt an
organisation’s resource base in response to evolving conditions. These capabilities stem
from a combination of managerial cognition, social capital, and human capital, which are
attributes that reflect the distinctive strengths managers bring to their roles. Cognition
sharpens their perception of opportunities, social capital leverages their networks for support,
and human capital draws on the expertise they have gathered through their experiences to
guide strategic decision-making strategic choices (Helfat and Martin, 2015; Kor and Mesko,
2013). Additionally, managers who effectively draw upon organisational history and
memory can create transformation narratives that facilitate change while maintaining

organisational identity (Ferri and Takahashi, 2024).

Ultimately, firm DCs reside in managers’ capacity to recognise, create, and integrate internal
assets, resources, and capabilities with those acquired externally (Ambrosini and Bowman,
2009; Teece, 2007). As such, how managers execute and practise strategy is vital to the way
in which firms build their DCs (Regnér, 2008). When managers make strategic decisions,
they bridge the gap between their own thinking processes and how their firms which is why

there is managerial leadership is increasingly perceived as an important part of
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understanding DCs in complex business environments of today where Al and other cognitive

technologies are rapidly changing how firms compete and operate.
2.6 Dynamic Capabilities in Contemporary Strategic Management

The DCs framework has come to prominence simply because it addresses the shortcomings
of earlier strategic management theory in explaining how firms adapt to fast-changing
environments. Distinct from the RBV’s static emphasis on the ownership of valuable assets,
DCs highlight the processes by which companies continually evolve their resource base in
accordance with changes in the environment (Teece et al., 1997; Eisenhardt and Martin,
2000). With firms today having to contend with seemingly never-ending cycles of
technology change and market disruption, this difference is especially relevant (Christensen
etal., 2018). The DCs framework has advanced beyond its original conceptualisation to draw
upon complementary theoretical insights in organisational learning (Zollo and Winter, 2002;
Easterby-Smith and Prieto, 2008), managerial cognition (Adner and Helfat, 2003; Helfat and
Peteraf, 2015), and institutional theory (Oliver, 1997; Peng et al., 2009), documenting its

theoretical flexibility and explanatory power across wide-ranging contexts.

Due to its emphasis on firm adaptation having to be an intentional and systematic process,
the DCs framework stands out from among other strategic management frameworks as being
more practicable. While firms may sometimes navigate changes through lucky breaks or
one-off solutions (Winter, 2003), DCs in their purest form involve consistent patterns and
practices that firms develop over time through repeated application (Zollo and Winter, 2002).
With business environments becoming more volatile and unpredictable, a structured
approach to adapt to changes has become all the more important. The DCs framework also
acknowledges path dependencies, which is that their past actions and experiences set up
pathways that both enable and constrains firms’ ability to adapt and thereby impacting their
future (Vergne and Durand, 2011; Teece et al., 1997). Despite that, it concurrently highlights
how entrepreneurial leadership can play an important role in breaking firms out of

constraining path dependencies when circumstances call for bold action (Teece, 2007, 2016).

Empirical evidence supporting the strong correlation between DCs and firm performance
(Fainshmidt et al., 2016; Pezeshkan et al., 2016) have further strengthened the DCs
framework’s validity and relevance to contemporary strategic management discourse.
However, this link is not a straightforward one because it relies on complementary elements

like unique resources and well-thought-out strategic plans (Teece, 2014a) and shifts with
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how fast the business environment changes (Schilke et al., 2014). This is a reflection of the

complexity that firms are faced with when seeking to develop competitive advantage.

As firms continue to navigate technological disruption and market volatility, the DCs
framework offers a theoretical lens that acknowledges both the path-dependent nature of
organisational change and the need for adaptation that is done intentionally rather than
reactively. This is consistent with the socio-technical viewpoint of digital ecosystems in
which technology are not only tools but generative elements co-constituent with human
behaviour in a recursively changing system (Morgan-Thomas et al., 2020). Both
perspectives emphasise the dynamic, interactive nature of adaptation in fast-changing
business environments impacted by technology. Recent extensions of the framework have
demonstrated its continued relevance to emerging strategic challenges and its application to
specific contexts, including digital transformation (Warner and Wiger, 2019; Vial, 2019,
2021; Yigitbasioglu et al., 2023), platform-based competition (Teece, 2018; Helfat and
Raubitschek, 2018), sustainability transitions (Teece et al., 2021), as well as in resource-
constrained environments, where SMEs leverage digital tools for business model innovation
through adaptive and entrepreneurial capabilities (Matarazzo et al., 2021). The framework
has also been valuable in understanding professional service adaptation, with Yigitbasioglu
et al. (2023) showing how accountants develop new client advisory capabilities,
exemplifying the sensing, seizing, and transforming processes that Teece (2007) identified

as central to DCs.
2.7 Summary of Dynamic Capabilities Literature Review

This chapter has traced the evolution of strategic management theory from its early days of
identifying “best practices” and analysing how firms’ unique internal resources bring about
competitive advantage to the development of the DCs framework. Each theoretical
advancement throughout this journey addressed the shortcomings of previous approaches
while simultaneously factoring in the increasingly dynamic nature of business environments.
Beginning with viewing firms as resource bundles (Penrose, 1959), followed by the core
competencies approach (Prahalad and Hamel, 1990, 1997), and then the RBV (Barney,
1991), strategic management theory gradually incorporated more dynamism and complexity

to capture a better understanding of how firms adapt and compete.

The DCs framework represents a pivotal advancement in this theoretical trajectory by
directly addressing how firms adapt to changing conditions through sensing opportunities,

decisively seizing them, and reconfiguring resources. Unlike static approaches from before,
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DCs recognises that in rapidly changing environments, competitive advantage derives not
from merely possessing valuable resources but from continuously adapting and transforming
those resources as circumstances shift. This framework has also been validated by empirical
evidence (Fainshmidt et al., 2016; Pezeshkan et al., 2016; Wilden et al., 2013) which
confirms the correlation between DCs and firm performance while revealing new insights

about how various organisational contexts affect the effectiveness of DCs in practice.

By highlighting managers’ critical role in orchestrating adaptation processes, the DCs
framework brings attention to the human dimension of strategic change. It positions dynamic
capabilities as embedded in organisational routines yet ultimately guided by managerial
judgment and action. This relationship between individual-level elements and firm-wide
processes bridges micro and macro perspectives on adaptation, contributing to an integrated
understanding of the interaction between managerial agency, organisational structures, and

environmental forces (Helfat and Martin, 2015; Salvato and Vassolo, 2018).

The chapters that follow on practice-based perspectives (that look into SAP and TIP) and
digital transformation will extend this foundation with the intention of developing an
integrated theoretical framework for analysing technology adoption and strategic change.
Teece’s (2007) sensing, seizing, and reconfiguring typology provides a structured approach
to examining how firms identify technological opportunities, make strategic decisions about
new technologies, and transform their operations. This proves to be particularly valuable for
understanding how accounting firms develop capabilities in AIDA amid digital

transformation in today’s technology-driven competitive landscape.
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CHAPTER 3. PRACTICE-BASED PERSPECTIVES:
STRATEGY-AS-PRACTICE AND TECHNOLOGIES-IN-
PRACTICE

3.1 Introduction: Toward a Practice-Based Understanding of

Organisational Adaptation

The preceding chapter established Dynamic Capabilities (DCs) as a theoretical framework
for understanding how firms adapt to changing environments through sensing opportunities,
seizing them through strategic decision-making, and reconfiguring their resources and
capabilities. While the DCs framework provides useful insight into what firms need to
develop for successful adaptation, it offers limited guidance on how these capabilities
manifest in everyday organisational activities (Regnér, 2008; Salvato, 2009). To address this
gap, this chapter introduces two complementary theoretical perspectives that focus on the
micro-level practices through which organisational adaptation takes place: strategy-as-

practice (SAP) and technologies-in-practice (TIP).

These practice-based approaches shift attention from abstract organisational capabilities to
the tangible, situated activities through which strategy is formulated and technologies are
enacted. As Whittington (2006, p. 613) argues, practice perspectives are concerned with
“strategy not just as something an organisation has, but something that its members do.”
Similarly, Orlikowski (2000, p. 407) contends that technology use is best understood as
“situated and recursive practices through which people engage with particular technological

artefacts in particular ways in particular conditions.”

By integrating these practice-based perspectives with the DCs framework established in
Chapter 2, this chapter develops a more comprehensive theoretical foundation for
understanding how accounting firms build capabilities for AIDA as they pursue digital
transformation. Practice-based perspectives provide a different lens to understand the day-
to-day activities that cultivate, facilitate, and deploy sensing, seizing, and reconfiguring
capabilities, while also recognising that these activities are influenced by the social, cultural,

and organisational settings.

The chapter starts off by going back to the origins and evolution of the SAP perspective,
differentiating it from conventional methodologies in strategy research. It subsequently

presents the fundamental elements of the SAP conceptual framework—practitioners,
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practices, and praxis—and examines how they are closely linked together. Following this,
the chapter examines Orlikowski’s TIP perspective, which offers insights into how
technologies become integrated into organisational routines through recurrent patterns of use.
The chapter then considers the applications of these practice-based perspectives to
professional service firms, paying particular attention to accounting organisations. Finally,
the chapter concludes by exploring the connections between these practice perspectives and
their relevance for understanding how accounting firms adopt AIDA technologies through

everyday strategic and technologic practices as they pursue digital transformation.

3.2 The Evolution of Strategy Research: From Content and Process to

Practice

3.2.1 Content and Process Perspectives in Strategy Research

Early works in strategy research such as Penrose’s (1959) “Theory of the Growth of the Firm”
and Ansoff’s (1965) “Corporate Strategy” established foundations for two predominant
streams of research: strategy content and strategy process (Bowman et al., 2002). Content-
oriented strategy research focused primarily on how strategy formulation by senior
management influences firm performance (Bowman and Ambrosini, 1997). The generic
strategies model (Porter, 1980) exemplifies this approach by emphasising strategic
positioning and competitive advantage (Golsorkhi et al., 2010). While content research
conceptualised strategy as an outcome or end goal, process research viewed strategy as a

sequence of actions leading to that goal (Van de Ven, 1992; Pettigrew, 1992).

The DCs frameworks (Teece et al., 1997; Eisenhardt and Martin, 2000; Zollo and Winter,
2002), examined in the previous chapter, attempted to bridge these perspectives by
emphasising how firms can respond to environmental changes by reconfiguring their internal
resources and capabilities. However, as noted by Johnson et al. (2003), much of traditional
strategy research, including the DCs framework, has been influenced heavily by positivism
and quantitative methods derived from economics (Hoskisson et al., 1999). Porter’s
influential work, in particular, steered strategy research toward conventional economic
analysis, focusing on macro-level firm activity while neglecting the human dimension of

strategy-making (Whittington, 2003).

Economics-based models have dominated traditional strategy research, resulting in a
preoccupation with macro-level analysis of firms and markets while largely overlooking the
individuals who perform strategic activities (Jarzabkowski and Spee, 2009). One of the
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criticisms that surfaced over the reductionist inclinations of these approaches was that they
frequently overlooked the messy and complex realities of organisational processes within
firms. Vaara and Whittington (2012) further argue that conventional strategy research tends
to privilege economic outcomes over other consequences of strategic activity, leading to a

narrow conceptualisation of strategic success.
3.2.2 The Emergence of Strategy-as-Practice

In response to these limitations, SAP emerged as a distinctive approach drawing heavily on
social theories from disciplines such as sociology, social psychology, and anthropology
(Golsorkhi et al., 2010; Jarzabkowski, 2004, 2005; Vaara and Whittington, 2012;
Whittington, 1996). Rather than viewing strategy as something organisations have, SAP
conceptualises it as an ongoing, socially accomplished activity, something organisational
members do (Jarzabkowski et al., 2007). Since the early 2000s, SAP has offered an
alternative to economics-based models by focusing on the micro-level social activities that

constitute organisational strategy and strategising (Golsorkhi et al., 2010).

The intellectual foundations of SAP can be traced to the broader “practice turn” in social
sciences, which emphasises the role of practices in constituting social reality (Johnson et al.,
2003; Jarzabkowski, 2005). Golsorkhi et al. (2010) note that this practice turn highlights
three key aspects: the activities of individuals in real-world contexts; how such activities
relate to prevailing practices that enable or constrain them; and understanding why actions
may or may not conform to established routines, rules, and norms by examining the
relationship between social action, structure, and agency. The philosophical underpinnings
of this practice turn can be found in the works of theorists such as Foucault (1977), Giddens
(1984), de Certeau (1984), and Bourdieu (1990), who developed foundational concepts
during the 1970s to 1990s.

SAP research also draws inspiration from earlier work in strategic management by scholars
such as Mintzberg (1973), Mintzberg and Waters (1985), and Pettigrew (1973, 1992), whose
studies emphasised the emergent, processual nature of strategy formation. As Johnson et al.
(2003, p. 3) argue, “The Strategy as Practice perspective is concerned with the detailed
processes and practices which constitute the day-to-day activities of organisational life and
which relate to strategic outcomes.” This focus on everyday activities and micro-practices
represents a significant departure from traditional strategy research, with its emphasis on

macro-level outcomes and economic performance.
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Within this evolving SAP landscape, scholars have continued to develop new theoretical
extensions that build upon these foundational ideas. A notable recent development has been
the emergence of Open Strategy (Whittington et al., 2011; Hautz et al., 2016), which
examines how strategy-making processes have evolved to become increasingly inclusive and
transparent in contemporary organisations. This perspective identifies two key dimensions:
transparency in strategy formulation and inclusiveness through broader stakeholder
participation. Open Strategy research has revealed how networked professionals can exert
normative pressure on organisational decision-making (Whittington and Yakis-Douglas,
2020) and has identified various dilemmas organisations face when opening their strategy
processes (Hautz et al., 2016). This strand of research exemplifies how SAP continues to
develop new conceptual tools for understanding the changing nature of strategic activity in

various organisational contexts.

SAP is distinct from other strategy domains as it focuses on the practical aspects of what
managers do and the specific techniques they use to facilitate organisational processes
(Johnson et al., 2003). Whittington’s (1996) influential work established that the practice
perspective shifts attention toward examining how individuals within organisations actively
engage in strategy-making activities. This view of strategy is activity-based and is centred

on the specific processes and practices that make up organisational routines.

By paying closer attention to the people within organisations and their activities, SAP
provides a valuable perspective for examining how accounting firms and their employees
respond to the challenges of digital transformation through the adoption of AIDA
technologies. The practice lens allows for a more granular analysis of the everyday activities
through which strategic change is accomplished, moving beyond abstract conceptualisations

of capabilities to the concrete practices through which these capabilities are enacted.
3.2.3 Distinguishing Strategy-as-Practice from Traditional Strategy Research

To establish SAP as a distinct theoretical perspective, it is important to clarify how it differs
from traditional approaches to strategy research. Vaara and Whittington (2012) identify four
core differentiating features of SAP. First, unlike traditional strategy research grounded in
economic principles, SAP draws on the social theory and practice theory, leading to
fundamentally different assumptions regarding what strategy is (modes of thought). Second,
SAP takes a much broader view than does classic mainstream strategy research, focusing
not only on economic performance but also on political consequences, the function of

strategic tools, and practitioner involvement in the actual creation of strategy. Third, while
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traditional strategy research has mainly narrowed its focus on the examination of senior
executives operating within organisations that exist to make profits for shareholders, SAP
broadens its scope by examining strategic activities across a much wider range of
organisational settings, including public-sector and not-for-profit organisations. Finally,
methodologically, conventional strategy research heavily relies on the statistical
manipulation of large datasets; in contrast, SAP favours qualitative methodologies that are

better equipped to catch the context-specific practice of strategy.

Rather than serving as a substitute for traditional approaches, these four core distinguishing
features position SAP as a complementary perspective, thereby establishing it as a distinctive
and valuable contribution to strategy research. As Mintzberg (1994) observes, strategy can
be conceptualised as both a plan (aligning with traditional strategy research) and a pattern of
“consistency in behaviour over time” (resonating with the SAP perspective). The latter
conceptualisation emphasises elements of action and doing, which are central to SAP.
Jarzabkowski’s (2005, p. 7) definition of strategy as “a goal-directed activity over time”
aligns with Whittington’s (1996) view that the SAP perspective enables exploration of
strategy as an activity from practitioners’ perspectives. Johnson et al. (2007) and
Jarzabkowski (2005) further contend that SAP views strategy and strategising as closely
intertwined activities, rather than focusing on the relationship between strategy and

performance, which can create artificial dichotomies.

Unlike conventional strategy research rooted in Penrose (1959), Ansoff (1965), and Porter
(1980), SAP does not concentrate on the macro-level of senior management establishing
corporate strategies. Instead, it examines the micro-level activities that practitioners engage
in while strategising. This focus has led to the conceptualisation of SAP as a framework
interconnected by three key elements: practices, practitioners, and praxis (Jarzabkowski,
2005; Jarzabkowski et al., 2007; Whittington, 2007). The following section explores this

conceptual framework in greater detail.

3.3 The Strategy-as-Practice Perspective

3.3.1 Overview of SAP

SAP views strategy as a socially constructed and situated activity that emerges from the
interactions of actors across multiple organisational levels (Jarzabkowski, 2005). It is
primarily concerned with the strategic activities that people are engaged in and how these

activities both shape and are shaped by organisational and institutional contexts (Johnson et
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al., 2007). Johnson et al. (2007) condense the SAP research approach down to two
fundamental questions: (1) what are individuals engaged in strategising actually doing? and

(2) how are strategic outcomes impacted by their actions?

Building on Reckwitz’s (2002) development of practice theory, Jarzabkowski (2005) distils
SAP down to three distinct, yet interlinked, focal points commonly referred to in the
literature as the “3 Ps”: Practitioners, Practices, and Praxis. The 3 Ps form the basis of the
SAP perspective allowing for a structured approach to analysing strategic activity across
various organisational levels. Building on these 3 Ps, Jarzabkowski and Spee (2009)
conducted a review of SAP research to consolidate the definitions and associated

terminology for each of these elements, which are elaborated in the following sections.

3.3.2 Practitioners

Practitioners can be broadly defined as the people who have a direct or indirect influence on
strategy activities in organisations (Jarzabkowski and Whittington, 2008). They are also
referred to as the actors who develop, shape, and execute strategy (Whittington, 2006). Based
on the SAP perspective, these practitioners include not just the senior management but also

the many employees involved in operations (Jarzabkowski, 2005).

Recognising that strategy involves not only senior executives but also a diverse range of
actors across organisational levels, Jarzabkowski and Spee (2009) proposed a categorisation
based on two dimensions to better analyse how different practitioners engage in strategic
activities. The first dimension concerns the level of analysis: where practitioners can be
analysed either as (i) individuals, focusing on specific roles or what they do while interacting
with others (e.g. CEOs or Finance Directors), or alternatively as (ii) aggregated actors,
broader categories of people such as senior management or middle management teams. The
second dimension relates to organisational boundaries, distinguishing between (i) internal
practitioners who operate within the organisational hierarchy as staff and (ii) external
practitioners who function outside the formal organisational structure, such as consultants or

institutional actors like regulators.

3.3.3 Praxis

Praxis is the term used to describe the tangible actions and practices carried out by
individuals within organisations which include those related to development and execution

(Whittington, 2006). Similarly, Paroutis and Pettigrew (2007) refers to praxis as “the actual
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work of strategising” involving activities that aids the making and execution of strategy such
as meetings, consulting, writing, presentations, and communications. Going back to its
deeper philosophical roots, Sztompka (1991) describes praxis as “where operation and action

meet, a dialectic synthesis of what is going on in a society and what people are doing.”

Jarzabkowski and Spee (2009) suggest that praxis operates at multiple interconnected levels.
Based on their review of SAP literature, they identified three levels of strategy praxis that
interact and influence one another. At the micro level, praxis involves the experiences of
individuals or groups during specific events such as decisions, meetings, or workshops. The
meso level relates to practices at the organisational or sub-organisational level, including
change programmes, strategy processes, or patterns of strategic acts. This links specific
occurrences to overarching organisational initiatives. The macro level refers to praxis at the
institutional level, which is most typically associated with explaining patterns of action

within the specific industries.
3.3.4 Practices

Practices represent the tools, techniques and methods through which strategy work gets
accomplished in organisations (Jarzabkowski and Spee, 2009). Whittington (2006) describes
them as day-to-day behaviours that include traditions, established norms and standard
procedures that organisational members follow while engaging in strategic activities. Tools
and artefacts serve as important examples of practices that enable multiple actors to interact
effectively as they collaborate on strategic tasks (Jarzabkowski et al., 2007). These practices
develop under the influence of both internal organisational dynamics and the external

environment in which the organisation operates (Whittington, 2007).

Jarzabkowski (2005) identifies three types of practices in strategy-making: rational,
discursive, and episodic. Rational practices are logical, structured activities such as planning,
budgeting, and forecasting that foster clarity and coherence in strategy-making. Discursive
practices emphasise language, using narratives and discussions to contextualise and give
meaning to strategy across organisations. Episodic practices occur at specific events, such
as in meetings, workshops, or review sessions, where practitioners interact with each other

through focused discussions that impact strategic directions.
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3.3.5 Integration of the SAP Framework

Although the SAP perspective seemingly delineates the 3 Ps and distinguishes them from
one another, they are in reality, closely linked together in strategic activity and each P cannot
be analysed independently from the other two. As Jarzabkowski et al. (2007, p. 9) argue,
“The praxis of strategy is enabled through practices that are carried out by practitioners.”
This interconnection is crucial for understanding how strategy as an activity unfolds in
organisational contexts. By integrating all 3 Ps together, SAP can be a useful lens to help
explore how strategy practitioners tap on a range of practices as part of the daily routine
praxis of strategising activities. This approach acknowledges that strategic activity cannot
be simplified to just a singular component but emerges from the dynamic interplay between
the individuals engaged in strategy making, the tools and techniques they use, and the

tangible actions through which strategy is executed.

This has important implications for exploring how accounting firms adopt AIDA
technologies. Instead of focusing exclusively on the technologies themselves or on formal
strategic decisions, an integrated approach can be used to examine how various practitioners
across different domains throughout the firm engage with specific technological and non-
technological practices in the praxis of their day-to-day operations. This will provide greater
clarity in understanding how AIDA adoption unfolds as a situated, socially accomplished

activity rather than as a straightforward implementation of strategic decisions.

3.4 Strategy Tools-in-Use: A Practice Perspective on Strategic

Instruments

Building on the SAP framework, recent scholarship has paid increasing attention to the role
of strategy tools and instruments in strategic practice. The SAP perspective puts a substantial
emphasis on the activities related to the “doing” of strategy (Jarzabkowski, 2005; Golsorkhi
et al., 2015), offering a practical approach to strategy research that moves beyond traditional
preoccupations with firm performance. As Jarratt and Stiles (2010) observe, the strategising
process often centres on methodologies and tools, raising important questions about how

these tools “should be used” versus how they are “actually used” in practice.

Jarzabkowski and Kaplan’s (2015) strategy tools-in-use framework provides the basis for
considering tools as enablers that support managers in formulating strategy. This shifts the
attention away from evaluating how well tools are used to understanding how they are used

and how useful they are in specific contexts. By examining strategy tools through a practice
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lens, the measure of success for strategy makers is no longer exclusively on firm
performance alone but also extended to include the processes behind the development and

execution of strategy.

Ultimately, methodologies and tools are used to help managers with the ongoing task of
developing and revising strategy in response to their operating environment (Jarratt and
Stiles, 2010). This corresponds closely with the core premise of the SAP perspective that
strategy is something people in organisations do rather than something organisations have
(Whittington, 2006). As such, the emphasis should be on how strategy methodologies and
tools are used in practice and not just their content or formal design (Jarzabkowski and
Kaplan, 2015). It also aligns with Whittington’s (2014) call for greater integration between
information systems strategy and SAP research, which is addressed more fully in the

following section on the TIP perspective.

3.5 Technologies-in-Practice: Understanding Technology Use in

Organisational Contexts

3.5.1 From Technological Determinism to Practice-Based Views

The adoption and use of AIDA technologies is an example of what Jarzabkowski et al. (2007)
would describe as the use of information technology (as both tools and artefacts) into
strategic practices. Understanding this adoption requires moving beyond traditional
perspectives on technology adoption to examine how technologies are enacted in everyday
organisational activities. Furthermore, there is significant potential for synergy between
information systems research and SAP, as proposed by Whittington (2014). One such
synergy is through the technologies-in-practice (TIP) perspective (Orlikowski, 2000).

TIP has been conceptualised as “the set of rules and resources that are (re)constituted in
people’s recurrent engagement with the technologies at hand” (Orlikowski, 2000, p. 407).
This perspective can be traced back to the social theory of structuration developed by
Anthony Giddens (1984), which formed the basis for her work on the duality of technology
(Orlikowski, 1992). In this earlier work, technology was deemed to be adaptable within

organisational contexts as both a product and a medium of human action.

A common thread found in structurational models suggested that technologies have
structures (rules and resources) built into and embedded within them (DeSanctis and Poole,

1994; Orlikowski, 1992). Structurational models are also influenced strongly by social
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constructivism concepts. However, that presented two problematic assumptions: first, that
technologies stabilise after development; and second, that they embody structures

representative of social and political norms.

On the premise of technological stability, it is claimed that there could be either a faithful or
unfaithful appropriation of technology (DeSanctis and Poole, 1994). However, empirical
evidence has shown that the interpretation, characteristics, and use of technologies are
frequently redefined and modified after development (Orlikowski, 2000). This implies an
openness of technology where there are no pre-defined outcomes and that only through
emergent use does technology then become appropriated. Furthermore, the notion that
technologies embody social structures is at odds with the structurational perspective as it
positions structures within technological artefacts and not in human action (Leonardi, 2011).
As such, Orlikowski (2000) argues for a practice lens to study technologies which does not
assume technologies to be stable, predictable, or complete. Instead, she turns the focus on
technology structures being emergent rather than embodied, with the emphasis on the

structures themselves and how people continuously interact with the technologies’ properties.

This perspective resolves the conflation of technology as an artefact and its use by drawing
a clear distinction between technological artefacts and use of technology. Technological
artefacts refer to the material and symbolic properties bundled into a form that is
recognisable by users such as hardware, software, and techniques. Use of technology, on the
other hand, refers to what users actually do with those artefacts, where the experiences can

differ across users and even for the same user over time.
3.5.2 The Technologies-in-Practice Perspective

The practice-oriented approach to technology views technological artefacts as having
material and symbolic properties, where users only utilise some of them (Leonardi, 2011;
Orlikowski, 2000). TIP refers to the distinct practices (structures) of how technology is
repeatedly used in daily activities. Such structures are the result of users interacting with
technology iteratively, primarily in the form of repeated usage, in accordance with
structuration theory (Giddens, 1984). As a result, structures of technological properties
emerge from this repeated usage rather than being embedded within the technology itself.
These emergent structures can be altered, expanded, and improved, or even left unutilised
by users (Leonardi, 2011; Orlikowski, 2000; Suchman, 1995). However, this is not to say
that they are entirely flexible either because physical properties place some limits on how

the artefacts can be used.
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While technological artefacts come with properties that are predetermined by their
developers, how people choose to use them is not restricted to their intended design or
predefined functions (Kallinikos, 2006; Pinch and Bijker, 1984; Leonardi and Barley, 2010;
Orlikowski, 2000; Orlikowski and Scott, 2008). Instead, use of technology is impacted
heavily by how users understand the properties and functions of the technology, which is
reinforced by everyday recurrent usage (Orlikowski et al., 1995). This can be extended to
communities of practice, where users tend to employ technology in similar ways due to
shared work practices and routines, including training sessions, socialisation, on-the-job
experiences, mutual coordination, and storytelling (Orlikowski, 2000; Pentland and Feldman,
2005). While repeated emphasis by such communities may bring about the reification and
institutionalisation of TIP, this could potentially hinder change by considering these
practices as predefined and prescribed (Jarrahi and Sawyer, 2015; Leonardi, 2011;
Orlikowski, 2000).

That said, use of technology cannot be entirely independent from external influences as
individuals are reliant on such influences, which include training, communication with peers,
and prior experiences (Orlikowski and Gash, 1994). There is also a long-standing perception
that technologies are seldom used the way they were designed to be or used as intended
(Bijker, 1997; von Hippel, 1988), even if there is no right or wrong way on how a technology
is used (Orlikowski, 2000). Crucially, Orlikowski (2000) reasons that technology can only
be said to be structuring the actions of its users when it is being used as part of a conventional
routine. Based on this reasoning, technology can be objectively independent of its social
construction. Therefore, she puts forward TIP as an approach to find out how technology is
relevant to individual users and organisations since its impact can only be inferred when it

is being enacted in practice.

Building on the foundation of Giddens’ (1984) structuration theory, Orlikowski’s TIP
perspective identifies three dimensions that users of technology are dependent on: facilities,
norms, and interpretive schemes. Facilities are the technological artefact’s properties that
users interact with directly. Norms include the protocols on how to use the technology
appropriately within organisational contexts. Interpretive schemes comprise of the
assumptions, expectations, knowledge, and skills that users have about the technology when
they use it. This has close similarities with Berger and Luckmann’s (1966) three stages of
social construction, namely externalisation, objectivation, and internalisation, further
reiterating the point that that technology is actively involved in social construction processes
and not just a passive artefact (Orlikowski, 2000).
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3.5.3 Modes of Technology Enactment

The TIP perspective also furthers the enactment of technology concept that was used to
assess how new technologies brought about a transformation of work practices (Orlikowski
and Scott, 2008). Just as SAP highlights that strategy is about the practices and routines of
organisational members (Golsorkhi et al., 2010; Jarzabkowski, 2005; Johnson et al., 2007),
the enactment of technology is centred on what people actually do with specific technologies
as part of their everyday routines (Leonardi, 2013; Markus and Silver, 2008; Orlikowski,
2000). Based on her study of Lotus Notes implementation, Orlikowski (2000) mapped out

three distinct modes of technological enactment: inertia, application, and change.

Inertia refers to the ways in which existing structures and practices are reinforced by the use
of technology. It is also observed when there is resistance from people who have become
accustomed to old technologies and preferring to stick with the old rather than switch to the
new (Leonardi, 2011). This ties closely with “path dependence” and the “lock-in effect”
which leads to the persistence with older technologies despite the availability of more
advanced alternatives (David, 1985; Liebowitz and Margolis, 1995; Orlikowski and Gash,
1994).

Application is characterised by users embracing new technology with the intention of
enhancing their current work routines. However, this enactment does not challenge the
current structures and, similar to inertia, reinforce them but could still enhance the status
quo. Such use of technology reflects how users often adopt technology in ways that fit within
familiar routines, using it to support rather than disrupt established practices (Morgan-
Thomas, 2016). Firms may seek to adopt technology intent on formulating and implementing
strategy that brings about competitive advantage through the improvement of current
routines while concurrently using technology to development of new routines and processes

(Papp, 2001; Powell and Dent-Micallef, 1997; Rogers, 1997).

Change is characterised by instances where the choice of using new technology is done so
to significantly modify the current practices. This leads to substantial transformation of
organisations’ status quo, where there could be an extensive revamp of the structures through
the progressive overhauling of prevailing conditions, a considerable alteration of work
practices, and even changes in the technology itself (Dewett and Jones, 2011; Leonardi,

2011).
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Using a practice-oriented approach, Orlikowski (2000) sought to expound on the evolution
of technologies, how they are being used, and the “understanding of the recursive interaction
between people, technologies, and social action”. The TIP perspective identifies the three
enactments of inertia, application, and change, highlighting the structural consequences that
dictates the varying level of changes which firms experience from the use of technology
(Leonardi, 2011; Orlikowski, 2000). With that, subsequent research referring to technologies
describe them as practices (Leonardi, 2012), tying in with how Jarzabkowski et al. (2007)
define Practices in SAP. The convergence of the SAP and TIP perspectives suggest that
digital transformation and AIDA adoption in accounting firms can be examined through an
integrated practice lends that considers both the strategic and technological dimensions of

organisational change.

3.6 Professional Service Firms and Practice-Based Perspectives

3.6.1 Accounting Firms as Professional Service Firms

Accounting firms are often classified under the large umbrella term of Professional Services
Firms (PSFs) (Morris and Empson, 1998; Von Nordenflycht, 2010). This is due to the fact
that the assurance, audit, consultancy, and tax services that they provide to their clients
involve knowledge intensive work and require highly trained professionals (Von
Nordenflycht, 2010). PSFs tend to refer to firms that provide goods and services based on
their knowledge and expertise in specialised domains, often intangible in nature (Greenwood
and Empson, 2003). Because of their expertise in helping their clients navigate the highly
complex and competitive business environments of a globalised economy, PSFs are integral
partners to firms’ operations (Empson, 2007; Von Nordenflycht, 2010). This is further
accelerated by the influx of digital technologies that make it possible for services to be

delivered in creative new ways (Brousseau and Penard, 2007).

The Practitioners pillar in SAP refers to the people or actors of strategy that make an impact
on organisations’ strategy activities. Based on the definitions of who practitioners are
(Whittington, 2006; Jarzabkowski and Spee, 2009), accounting firms would typically be
considered aggregate actors, external to organisations. SAP has been used to assess
accounting as a practice with many similarities between accounting and strategising as
enduring structures instead of just being activities done at a moment in time (Whittington,
2011). The key difference between accountants and strategy consultants lies in the tools and
techniques that they utilise to achieve the same aims of performing idealisation (Mueller,

2018).
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Strategy is not something foreign to accounting, since the Big 4 accounting firms are known
to offer services in strategy consultancy, and some strategy tools like the balanced scorecard
originate from accounting (Carter and Whittle, 2018). However, given the lack of SAP
research that is specifically on accounting firms, this chapter will use PSFs as a proxy for
accounting firms, since literature discussing PSFs typically refer to accounting firms as
archetypal PSFs (Hinings et al., 2015; Lewendahl, 2017). Observations derived from SAP
studies on other PSFs may provide useful directions for investigating accounting firms as

they go about adopting AIDA technologies as part of their digital transformation.

3.6.2 Practice-Based Research on Professional Service Firms

Much of SAP literature involving PSFs are concerned with them as practitioners involved in
their clients’ strategy process (Jarzabkowski, 2004; Whittington, 2007) rather than as the
focal units of analysis. As such, SAP studies examining PSFs themselves are few and far
between. This research seeks to add to this limited pool of research by spotlighting
accounting firms but will first need to review the available SAP literature where PSFs are

the units of analyses.
Discourse and Strategy Participation

Mantere and Vaara (2008) used SAP as their theoretical lens to examine the discursive
practices of 12 PSFs (either Finnish or from other Nordic countries) to find out what impacts
organisational members’ level of engagement in strategy processes. They identified six
discourses: (i) mystification, (ii) disciplining, (iii) technologisation, (iv) self-actualisation,

(v) dialogisation, and (vi) concretisation.

The first three impeded participation by: (i) characterising top managers as experts and
prioritising exclusivity (mystification), (ii) adopting top-down approaches and even
imposing punishments (disciplining), and (iii) enforcing the use of technology or systems on
organisational members, all of which resulted in individuals having restricted access to
information. In contrast, the latter three tended towards encouraging individuals to be
actively involved in the strategising process by: (iv) presenting strategy as a means for them
to find meaning in organisational activities (self-actualisation); (v) providing platforms for
constructive dialogue (dialogisation), and (vi) promoting clarity in rules and practices

(concretisation).

The “technologisation” discourse is particularly relevant to this research because of the

reference to accounting firms’ adoption of AIDA technologies as they pursue digital
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transformation. Whether use of technology would impact employees in accounting firms
warrants further study and investigation, especially in comparison with Mantere and Vaara’s

(2008) findings.
Framing Concepts as Enacted Practices

By adopting a practice lens, Heusinkveld and Visscher (2012) sought to explore how
management concepts are framed as enacted practice by conducting 64 detailed interviews
with experienced management consultants about their client assignments. Through the
interviews, they identified key frames that pertain to two distinct dimensions: Dispositional
and Interactive-Situational. The framing categories of (i) experiential insights and (ii)
collective routines relate to Dispositional, while (iii) client interpretive schemes and (iv)

organisational setting are related to Interactive-Situational.

Through the identification of these four framing categories, their study provided useful
insight on the crucial processes behind the practices of management knowledge
commodification (the transformation of knowledge into products that can be marketed) and
knowledge transfer (the flow of knowledge between consultant and their clients). In
particular, the client-consultant collaboration was alluded to as a partnership where
consultants formulate management concepts that can be applied in practice by their clients
(Heusinkveld and Visscher, 2012). As such, the essential service that consultants provide
comprises the analysing of their clients’ current routines to either package them as a product

for sale on the market or to offer management advice through knowledge exchange.

While the scope of work that accounting firms provide throughout their client engagement
differ from what is offered by management consultants, practicality remains a major factor,
particularly when considering whether clients benefit from value-added services (Buchheit
et al., 2020). In their survey of local public accounting firm partners or managers in the US,
Buchheit et al. (2020) found that the firms’ drive for technology adoption is partially
influenced by perceived client benefit among other factors. As such, Heusinkveld and
Visscher’s (2012) findings on framing management concepts as enacted practices may be a
helpful guide for how accounting firms engage with their clients, especially with AIDA

technologies involved.
Technology’s Role in Strategy Development

An ethnographic case study on a UK-based telecommunications company and its employed

consultants looked to explore the role of management accounting systems in business
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strategy development (Whittle and Mueller, 2010). Having referred to Carter et al.’s (2008)
criticism of SAP as not paying sufficient attention to issues of power and politics within
strategy, Whittle and Mueller (2010) highlight accounting as playing an important role in
organisation power battles. They cite Dent (1991) and Baxter and Chua (2006) as examples
where accounting systems played a part in the transformation of organisational culture and
decision-making. Identifying actor-network theory (ANT) to be a key approach in
accounting research (Lounsbury, 2008; Ahrens and Chapman, 2007), Whittle and Mueller
(2010) drew on its concepts and built on SAP for their case study.

The case study found that the management accounting systems were perceived to be faithful
allies of senior management as they sought to formulate strategy (Whittle and Mueller, 2010)
possibly due to the general impression that accounting numbers are presented fairly and
reported independently in adherence to accounting standards (Roberts, 1991). Whittle and
Mueller (2010) terms the management accounting systems as “obligatory points of passage”
in organisations’ strategic making. However, the case study also revealed that the consultants
had attempted to use the management accounting systems as a means to create the perception
that they were more profitable. As such, they conclude that while management accounting
systems may have been designed as neutral tools to measure and allocate resources
(Quattrone, 2004), they may not actually be neutral since individuals may use them to further

their own agenda in a power and politics play.

Theoretically, Whittle and Mueller’s (2010) findings can be extended to the use of other
technology tools as part of business strategy development, which likewise applies to the use
of Powerpoint (Kaplan, 2011), and specifically to this research, the phenomenon of AIDA
adoption in accounting firms. This is consistent with Vaara and Whittington’s (2012)
observation that technologies are pivotal to strategy making. At the same time, it is important
to consider Mantere and Vaara’s (2008) findings regarding how “technologisation” may
discourage strategy participation. Since Whittle and Mueller (2010) allude to how the usage
of technologies may be influenced, analysing how tools should be used with respect to

strategy making is needed.
3.7 Integrating Practice Perspectives
3.7.1 Connecting Strategy-as-Practice and Technologies-in-Practice

While SAP and TIP have developed as distinct theoretical perspectives, they share

significant intellectual foundations and complementary insights. Both approaches emphasise
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the situated, socially accomplished nature of organisational activities, whether strategic or
technological. Both reject deterministic views that abstract away from the complex realities
of day-to-day practices while focusing on how organisational outcomes emerge from the

recursive relationship between human agency and social structures.

The two perspectives share similarities most evidently in the way they regard tools and
technologies within organisational contexts. Within SAP, technological tools are
conceptualised as strategic practices that practitioners employ in the praxis of their day-to-
day operations (Jarzabkowski et al., 2007). Similarly, TIP examines how technologies
become integrated into organisational routines through repeated patterns of use (Orlikowski,
2000). Both SAP and TIP perspectives recognise that technologies are not merely neutral
instruments but are actively implicated in the constitution of organisational activities and

outcomes.

This conceptual overlap provides a foundation for integrating SAP and TIP into a broader
framework that will facilitate for clearer understanding of how accounting firms adopt and
implement AIDA technologies for digital transformation. Such integration allows for
analysis of both the strategic dimensions of technology adoption (how AIDA fits into
broader strategic initiatives) and the practical dimensions of technology use (how AIDA is

enacted in everyday organisational routines).

It is important to acknowledge that these practice-based perspectives are not without
limitations. Critics have noted that SAP sometimes overemphasises micro-level activities at
the expense of broader institutional forces (Carter et al., 2008) and faces methodological
challenges in capturing the full complexity of strategic practices (Jarzabkowski and Spee,
2009). Similarly, TIP has been questioned for its ability to adequately theorise the material
properties of technologies (Leonardi, 2013) and the extent to which practice approaches can
account for power dynamics in technology implementation (Oostervink et al., 2016). By
integrating these perspectives with each other and with the DCs framework introduced in
Chapter 2, this research aims to address these limitations through a more comprehensive
theoretical approach that connects micro-practices to macro-outcomes while acknowledging

both the material and social dimensions of AIDA adoption in accounting firms.
3.7.2 Linking Practice Perspectives to Dynamic Capabilities

The practice perspectives outlined in this chapter can be productively linked to the DCs

framework discussed in Chapter 2. While DCs provides a useful conceptual framework for
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understanding the capabilities that firms need to adapt to dynamic environments, it offers
limited insight into the manifestation of these capabilities in day-to-day firm operations. As
Teece (2012, p. 1400) acknowledges, “There is some ambiguity and confusion in the

literature on dynamic capabilities” regarding how to operationalise them in practice.

Practice perspectives help address this gap by focusing on the micro-level activities through
which DCs are developed and deployed. For example, Teece’s (2007) sensing capabilities
can be analysed through the SAP lens as specific practices that practitioners employ to
survey the business environment and identify opportunities. Similarly, seizing capabilities
can be understood as the strategic practices through which opportunities are evaluated and
resources are mobilised. Transforming capabilities, in turn, can be examined through the TIP
perspective as specific modes of technology enactment, particularly the “change” mode that
involves significant modification of existing practices. Moreover, digital ecosystems do
more than just set the stage, they actively shape new engagement practices by blending
technology with human action (Morgan-Thomas et al., 2020), which suggests that DCs in
digital transformation emerge from this ongoing interplay between technology and everyday

practice.

Integrating DCs with the SAP and TIP perspectives offers several advantages. Firstly, it
provides a more concrete understanding of how abstract capabilities are enacted in specific
organisational contexts. Secondly, it highlights the influence that social interactions and
power dynamics have on capability development, an aspect that is sometimes overlooked in
DCs literature. Thirdly, it provides more in-depth insights on how capabilities grow and
evolve through ongoing interactions between the people involved (practitioners), the tools

they use (practices), and their day-to-day activities (praxis).

3.7.3 A Practice Approach to Building Dynamic Capabilities for Digital

Transformation

While the DCs framework provides a basis for understanding how firms adapt to changes in
their surroundings by sensing new opportunities, seizing on those opportunities, and
transforming themselves through reconfiguring their resources and capabilities (Teece 2007,
Teece, 2014a), it provides limited guidance on how to apply DCs and operationalise them in
practice (Teece, 2012; Whittington, 2006; Winter, 2003; Zollo and Winter, 2002). Using
practice-based perspectives like TIP and SAP can address this gap by focusing on leveraging

DCs to execute strategies that support the enactment of technologies (Johnson et al., 2007;

66



Orlikowski, 2000). Wenzel et al. (2021) extend this by theorising dynamic capabilities as

outcomes of how organisational routines are enacted and varied in practice.

Since competitive advantage is derived from improved use of resources instead of the
intrinsic superiority of the resources themselves (Barney, 1991; Teece et al., 1997; Smith
and Reece, 1999; Zajac et al., 2000), managing digital transformation then requires firms to
be aware and prepared for challenges while concurrently also considering their resources
and capabilities as well as external demands (Liu et al., 2011). This is consistent with the
claim that digital transformation goes beyond revamping business processes and involves
using digital technologies to reorganise business operations by tapping on firms’ core

competencies with the aim of achieving competitive advantage (Brynjolfsson and Hitt, 2000).

The current digital transformation wave, driven by Al and cognitive technologies
(Brynjolfsson and McAfee, 2017), calls for a deeper understanding of how organisations
manage this change, especially since it has evolved significantly over the years (Kraus et al.,
2021). Given that digital transformation brings both benefits and costs to any implementing
organisation (Liu et al., 2011), accounting firms that are experiencing technological
disruption from this transformation wave (Smith, 2020) will have to be mindful of the

implications of adopting technologies as they pursue digital transformation.
3.8 Summary of Practice-Based Perspectives Literature Review

This chapter has examined two complementary practice-based theoretical perspectives, SAP
and TIP. Together, they provide clarity and insights into the concrete activities through
which organisations develop and deploy capabilities. Both perspectives shift attention away
from abstract organisational capabilities to focus on the situated, everyday activities that

enable the strategic and technological change in organisations.

SAP views strategy not as something organisations have but as something organisational
members do on a daily basis. This perspective also acknowledges that strategy cannot be
simplified down to one single component. Instead, it involves a dynamic interplay between
the people involved in formulating strategy (practitioners), the tools and techniques they use

(practices), and the tangible actions taken for them to execute the strategy (praxis).

TIP looks at how technology impacts organisations through how people use them as part of
their daily work rather than through its built-in features alone. Orlikowski’s three modes of

technology use (inertia, application, and change) lead to different outcomes ranging from
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reinforcing current practices to fundamentally transforming organisational routines. This
perspective helps explain why the same technology sometimes has impacts firms different

given their unique organisational contests.

Integrating the practice-based perspectives discussed in this chapter with that of the DCs
framework from Chapter 2 creates a strong theoretical base for understanding how
accounting firms build capabilities to adopt AIDA as they pursue digital transformation. This
integrated approach suggests that firms develop these capabilities through the interaction
between strategic practices (how AIDA fits into broader strategies) and technological
practices (how AIDA technologies are used in everyday work). The next chapter builds on
this by exploring digital transformation as a strategic initiative behind AIDA adoption in
accounting firms. It looks at how digital transformation changes organisational structures,
processes, and capabilities, creating both opportunities and challenges for accounting

professionals.
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CHAPTER 4. DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION AND AI-
DRIVEN ANALYTICS ADOPTION IN ACCOUNTING
FIRMS

4.1 Introduction: The Digital Transformation Imperative

The previous chapters established theoretical foundations through the DCs framework and
practice-based perspectives that provide complementary lenses for understanding
organisational adaptation. This chapter extends these theoretical foundations by examining
digital transformation as a strategic imperative that is reshaping organisational structures,
processes, and capabilities across industries, with particular attention to its impact on
accounting firms. Central to this transformation is the role of AIDA technologies that is

redefining the nature of accounting work and the strategic positioning of accounting firms.

In recent years, digital transformation has received a lot of attention and gained increasing
significance, spurred on by the rapid advancement of cloud computing and cognitive
technologies Al, NLP, ML, and RPA among several others (Brock and von Wangenheim,
2019; Davenport and Ronanki, 2018; Goh et al., 2023). The impact that globalisation has
had over businesses has further amplified the importance of digital transformation, with a
surge in publications on this topic between 2014 and 2020, even before the COVID-19
pandemic further accelerated digital initiatives across industries (Fletcher and Griffiths,
2020; Soto-Acosta, 2020). The re-emergence of Al and ML since the 2010s has brought with
it a new digital transformation paradigm for businesses (Brynjolfsson and McAfee, 2017),

changing how organisations operate so they can deliver value, compete, and deliver value.

Despite its prominence in academia (Kraus et al., 2021) as well as practitioners across
various functions in corporations, industries, organisations, and societies (Verhoef et al.,
2021), digital transformation remains very much just a buzzword characterised by
conceptual ambiguity, with limited consensus on its definition and components (Warner and
Wiger, 2019; Wessel et al., 2021). This lack of clarity is especially problematic for
researchers trying to measure the impact of digital transformation on specific industries or

firms.

This chapter will start off with tracing the conceptual evolution of digital transformation,
looking at the concept’s origins, how it stands today, and what sets it apart from earlier

technological shifts in organisations. This includes clarifying the important distinctions
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between terminologies related to technological change, specifically: digitisation,
digitalisation, and digital transformation. The chapter then proceeds to analyse digital
transformation through three dimensions: contextual conditions that trigger transformation,

mechanisms that enable implementation, and outcomes that result from these efforts.

Following this, the chapter explores digital transformation strategies and the role of
technology as a driver, with particular attention given to transformative AIDA technologies
reshaping multiple industries. It then examines the digital evolution of the accounting
industry specifically, addressing how AIDA technologies are changing the landscape of
accounting work. This includes exploring AIDA adoption as a strategic imperative for
accounting firms as well as the opportunities and challenges in implementation. Finally, the
chapter concludes by presenting a firm-level approach to understanding AIDA adoption in
accounting firms, arguing that while individual competencies matter, organisational
capabilities and strategic adaptations at the firm level are critical for successful digital

transformation.

This chapter examines how accounting firms navigate the complex challenges of
technological change in the digital age amid the ongoing Al boom, focusing on their practical
experiences with digital transformation rather than theoretical constructs. It sets the stage for
the conceptualisation chapter that follows, which will integrate the theoretical elements from

all preceding chapters into a cohesive framework for empirical analysis.

4.2 The Evolution of Digital Transformation as a Concept

4.2.1 Origins and Development of Digital Transformation

Since it was first introduced in academic literature, the concept of digital transformation has
evolved significantly. Kraus et al. (2021) points to Jensen’s (1981) work as the first peer-
reviewed scientific article that kickstarted the discussion of digital transformation, with a
focus on technology and data management within digital systems. Since then, there has been
extensive amounts of literature on digital transformation with surging publications and
conferences, from the beginning of the 2010s (Hanelt et al., 2021). The systematic reviews
carried out by both Hanelt et al. (2021) and Kraus et al. (2021) found that while the interest
had been steadily increasing, it grew exponentially after 2013, a reflection of the accelerated

pace that technology is changing and its impact on organisations.

The COVID-19 global pandemic further accelerated digital transformation initiatives across

organisations (Fletcher and Griffiths, 2020; Soto-Acosta, 2020), as remote work, digital
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collaboration, and online service delivery became essential rather than optional. This crisis-
driven acceleration compressed what might have been years of digital evolution into months,
forcing organisations to rapidly adapt their processes, technologies, and workforce
capabilities to maintain operational continuity (Kronblad and Pregmark, 2021). At the same
time, firms that were strategically agile and already advancing in digital transformation
responded more effectively to the pandemic, demonstrating that digital maturity and the
ability to convert intangible capital were key to resilience and rapid business model

adaptation (Bounfour et al., 2023).

However, despite the plentiful literature available, there appears to be lack of a universally
understood definition and interpretation of digital transformation (Warner and Wiger, 2019;
Wessel et al., 2021). This ambiguity is indicative of the multifaceted nature of digital
transformation, which includes the technological, organisational, and strategic aspects.
Despite the apparent lack of consensus in defining the digital transformation phenomenon,
there is a prevailing view of its effects and significance which revolves around how the rapid
growth of digital technologies impact organisations and drives the need for them to adapt
(Verhoef et al., 2019). This is consistent with the perception that digital transformation
involves the usage of technologies in driving change, especially in business contexts (Kraus

et al., 2021).

4.2.2 Conceptual Distinctions: Digitisation, Digitalisation, and Digital

Transformation

Due in part to it being an overused buzzword lacking a consistent definition, digital
transformation is often misrepresented (Hanelt et al., 2021). In response, scholars have
sought to distinguish between the related concepts of digital change namely: digitisation,
digitalisation, and digital transformation to resolve ongoing conceptual ambiguity and
misrepresentation (Verhoef et al., 2021; Vial, 2019). Although these terms are sometimes
used interchangeably in academia and among business practitioners, there are some intricate
differences between them and have differing implications for organisational change (Reis et

al., 2018).

Digitisation is referred to as a technical process where analogue data and information are
converted into digital format, including processes like converting paper documents to PDF
files (Legner et al., 2017; Reidl et al., 2017). In contrast, digitalisation involves using digital
technologies to change business processes and thus includes activities like automating

manual processes, implementing digital workflows, or using digital channels for customer
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engagement (Verhoef et al., 2021). According to Hess et al. (2016), digitalisation typically
implies the integration of digital technologies into existing business processes, leading to
incremental improvements rather than drastic overhauls by improving operational efficiency,

enhancing customer experiences, or developing new capabilities.

Of the three types of digital change, digital transformation is the most extensive since it goes
beyond changes to data and processes but also fundamental changes to organisational
structures, business models, and strategic positioning (Vial, 2019, 2021). It involves the use
of digital technologies to radically change up the way that firms operate, create value, and
interact with stakeholders (Bharadwaj et al., 2013). For firms to reap as much benefits as
they can from the use of the digital technologies they adopt, their digital transformation
journey requires significant cultural changes, new organisational capabilities, and strategic

realignment (Hess et al., 2016).

An alternative but similar perspective is to consider these digital changes as three sequential
stages: beginning from digitisation, progressing to digitalisation, and finally digital
transformation (Verhoef et al., 2021). This view clarifies the link between these three
concepts and provides a structure to understand the varying depths of digital change that
firms may go through. Although Verhoef et al.’s (2021) model appears to be sequential and
linear in nature, elements from each of the three stages may coexist within the same firm at

different levels or across different departments.

This staged perspective of digital transformation is further substantiated by Ates and Acur’s
(2022) longitudinal study of a high-tech manufacturing SME. Besides providing empirical
evidence that validates the three sequential phases, their findings also emphasises that each
stage requires distinct capabilities such as ‘empirical sensitivities’ and ‘habitus’ that are
essential for sustainable transformation. These empirical insights illustrate how
organisations have effectively managed the transitions from one phase to the next,
suggesting that digital change goes beyond just implementing technologies but also needs

continuous capability development.

Although there have been efforts to make clear the distinctions between digitisation,
digitalisation, and digital transformation as have been outlined above, there still remains
considerable confusion in the way these terms are used in both academia and in practice. In
their systematic literature review, Farias-Gaytan et al. (2023) found that digital
transformation and digitalisation are often deemed as synonymous. Overlooking the

distinctions between digitisation, digitalisation, and digital transformation is problematic as
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the latter tends to be misconstrued as purely a technological upgrade, potentially discounting
the deeper implications for organisational capabilities, culture, strategy, and structure
(Knudsen, 2020; Nadkarni and Priigl, 2021). This points to the need for a clearer and more
precise definition of digital transformation that is a better reflection of how it drives firms

towards organisational change.
4.2.3 Redefining Digital Transformation

Due to its inherent links to organisational change (Van de Ven and Poole, 1995; Brynjolfsson
and Hitt, 2000) as well as the conceptual ambiguity surrounding digital transformation as
discussed in the preceding sub-section, there is a need for a more precise definition that
captures its distinctive features. Hanelt et al. (2021, p. 1160) propose defining digital
transformation as “organisational change that is triggered and shaped by the widespread
diffusion of digital technologies.” This view makes it easier to draw on existing research
about organisational change and innovation to better understand the digital transformation

phenomenon and also how it can be managed in practice.

The digital transformation phenomenon of today differs significantly from the kind of
organisational change assessed by Orlikowski’s (2000) TIP perspective. Technologies of
today stand out from their predecessors due to several distinctive features that Kallinikos et
al. (2013) identify: Firstly, modern digital technologies’ remarkable generativity as they
serve as platforms upon which other technologies can be built, thus creating layered
technological ecosystems that enable continuous development and innovation. Secondly,
these technologies exhibit increased malleability relative to their previous iterations of
technology, offering significantly improved adaptability and versatility that allows firms to
customise and reconfigure them to meet specific operational needs. Thirdly, today’s
technologies demonstrate enhanced combinability with the integration of various digital
systems becoming significantly easier. This enables firms to deploy unified technological

ecosystems that can simultaneously address multiple business needs.

These distinctive features of contemporary digital technologies have several important
implications for digital transformation processes. First, these technologies are no longer
bound by the confines of firms or industries and are usually part of expanded ecosystems
that spans across organisations, industry sectors, and geographical boundaries (Kohtaméki
et al., 2019; Mann et al., 2022). Second, the effects of today’s digital transformation stretch
past the incremental, technology-enabled changes within organisations that Orlikowski

(2000) considered through a practice lens. Instead, digital transformation often involves
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radical changes to organisational structures, business models, and competitive market
environment (Verhoef et al., 2021). Third, digital transformation can also lead to unintended
institutional disruptions, as the ripple effects of digital change unsettle established industry
standards and make coordination across evolving ecosystems more difficult (Scott and

Orlikowski, 2022).

With digital transformation having evolved dramatically since the 2010s (Hess et al., 2016),
business models have undergone significant changes in response (Verhoef et al., 2021). As
such, digital transformation now needs new ways of measuring its impact on firm
performance (Henfridsson and Bygstad, 2013). Conventional metrics that primarily
measures operational efficiency or cost management may no longer be a full reflection of
the impact of digital transformation as it usually includes changes to customer experience,
innovation capacity, and strategic approach (Fitzgerald et al., 2014; Chanias et al., 2019).
Using a multi-dimensional framework that adapts the contextual conditions-mechanisms-
outcomes structure (Pawson and Tilley, 1997) provides the means to examine digital

transformation process thoroughly (Hanelt et al., 2021).

4.3 Analysing Digital Transformation

4.3.1 Contextual Conditions: Internal and External Triggers

Referred to also as triggers, contextual conditions are the internal and external factors that
shape firms’ digital transformation (Hanelt et al., 2021; Henfridsson and Yoo, 2013; Wessel
et al., 2020). These circumstances make digital transformation essential and influence its
direction within the specific organisational contexts in which it takes place. They not only
shape the timing and course of change but also prompt firms to re-evaluate underlying
assumptions and decision-making routines. To respond effectively, firms often need to
change their mindset, revise existing routines, and adopt new organisational approaches such
as flatter hierarchies, greater cross-functional collaboration, and more flexible, technology-

enabled ways of working (Volberda et al., 2021).

Internal factors are organisational characteristics such as strategy (Devadoss and Pan, 2007),
availability of resources (Gillani et al., 2024), and corporate culture (Kane et al., 2015).
Strategy is of exceptional importance owing to the fact that organisations with a clear digital
plan and commitment to innovation are more likely to go ahead with broader digital
transformation projects (Matt et al., 2015). The nature and scope of digital transformation

initiatives also depends on the availability of resources such as financial capital,
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technological infrastructure as well as workforce expertise (Bharadwaj et al., 2013).
Determinants of organisations’ corporate culture such as openness to change, tolerance of
risk, and digital mindset play a significant role in how digital technologies are perceived,

adopted, and applied (Butt et al., 2024).

External factors include environmental dynamics (at both country and industry levels) and
consumer characteristics. Environmental dynamics, such as competitive pressures,
regulatory changes, and technological disruptions, often act as powerful catalysts for digital
transformation (Bharadwaj et al., 2013; Hess et al., 2016; Vial, 2019, 2021). For instance,
the emergence of fintech startups has driven digital transformation in banking, while e-
commerce platforms have compelled traditional retailers to reconsider their digital strategies.
Changing consumer characteristics, in terms of preferences, expectations, and behaviours,
also set further imperatives for digital transformation (Brynjolfsson et al., 2013). With
consumers increasingly expecting seamless digital experiences, there is mounting pressure

on organisations across sectors to improve their digital capabilities and offerings.

Internal and external factors are not independent from one another but are functionally
intertwined in complex ways to chart an organisation’s digital transformation journey
(Lanzolla et al., 2020). For example, while the external competitive pressures may add a
sense of urgency, an organisation’s response is contingent on internal considerations such as
strategic orientation, resource availability, and corporate culture (Lanzolla et al., 2021).
Creating practical strategies for digital transformation that respond both to the realities of
the organisation and external pressures requires making sense of these contextual conditions

(Hanelt et al., 2021).

Furthering the understanding of the firm responses to ecosystem dynamics, Ates et al. (2023)
identified three ecosystem dynamics: capability configuration, network governance, and
value appropriation, that induce certain strategic responses from firms. These dynamics are
deemed as one significant set of contextual conditions responsible for shaping digital
transformation, stressing the inherently relational and networked context. Organisations,
therefore, need to maintain a delicate balance while developing mechanisms for facilitating
digital transformation that takes into consideration their internal capabilities, external market

pressures, and also how they fit into the bigger picture of digital ecosystems.
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4.3.2 Mechanisms: Enabling Digital Transformation

Mechanisms enable the implementation of digital transformation by tapping on
organisational competencies such as capabilities, processes, resources, and routines (Daniel
and Wilson, 2003; Hanelt et al., 2021; Henfridsson and Yoo, 2013). These mechanisms can
be categorised as either innovative or integrative. While innovative mechanisms seek to
apply these organisational competencies in new ways, integrative mechanisms focus on
alignment of the new with the existing (Lanzolla et al., 2021). Both types of mechanisms are
important for successful digital transformation because they enable organisations to discover

new opportunities as well as leverage existing strengths in the digital domain.

Examples of mechanisms that enable digital transformation include digital technologies like
Al, cloud computing, and data analytics (Bharadwaj et al., 2013), digital business models
that facilitate innovation (Hinings et al., 2018; Wirtz, 2024), the establishment of a digital
strategy (Matt et al., 2015; Yeow et al., 2018), and the development of DCs (as discussed in
Chapter 2) to carry out those strategic plans (Karimi and Walter, 2015). Successful digital
transformation is contingent upon how well mechanisms fit with organisational context,
strategic objectives, and the external environment (Ferri and Takahashi, 2024). Firms that
apply these mechanisms effectively are better equipped to navigate through the complexities
of digital transformation and attain a competitive edge in the marketplace, which is has

become increasingly digital (Ellstrom et al., 2021).
4.3.3 Outcomes: Strategic and Economic Consequences

Outcomes in Hanelt et al.’s (2021) multi-dimensional framework refer to the consequences
resulting from digital transformation. Firm-based outcomes can be either strategic or
economic in nature. In the context of this research that explores the adoption of AIDA
technologies in accounting firms, these outcomes are an indication of the benefits that

motivate firms to pursue digital transformation initiatives.

From a strategic standpoint, digital transformation has helped develop agility, adaptability,
and flexibility in organisational structures (Hanelt et al., 2021). As accounting firms develop
these capabilities, they are able to better manage evolving client demands, deal with pressure
from competitors, and respond to changing regulatory requirements. Digital transformation
has also cultivated a greater acceptance for using technologies such as Al to support
managerial decision-making (Kolbjernsrud et al., 2016), therefore changing how firms

approach problem-solving and strategy planning.
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Furthermore, it has brought about the development of new business models along with the
alteration of current ones (Berman,2012; Dutra et al., 2018). This has allowed accounting
firms to expand their service offerings beyond the traditional accounting services to include
technology-based engagements like data-driven advisory services, predictive analytics, and
the provision of real-time financial insights. Through digital transformation, task automation
technologies are being made available for accounting professionals to leverage on so they
can turn their attention to complex tasks requiring their professional judgment and domain

expertise that bring more value to their clients (Dery et al., 2017).

The economic outcomes of digital transformation are associated with improved firm
financial performance through profit maximisation and cost minimisation (Agarwal et al.,
2010; Bouwman et al., 2011). AIDA technologies enhance operational efficiencies in
accounting firms through the automation of routine tasks, workflow optimisation, and
reduction of errors, thus contributing to cost-saving opportunities and expanding capacity to
handle more complex jobs (Brynjolfsson and McAfee, 2017). These technologies also
trigger revenues from new service offerings such as real-time financial forecasting, which
improve client interaction and more personalised advisory service delivery, along with

tapping into new markets (Moll and Yigitbasioglu, 2019).

The accounting firms that extract maximum operational benefits from AIDA will gain
significant competitive advantage through AIDA service offerings, which in turn leads to
more in-depth relationships with clients through delivering data-driven strategic insight
customised to clients’ needs (Mikalef and Gupta, 2021). Nevertheless, reaping these
economic benefits will depend on successful implementation that requires reorganisation,
cultural adaptation, and alignment with business strategies (Vial, 2019). AIDA adoption will
generate short-term financial and operational effects, such as integration costs and retraining
of staff, which need to be managed to allow for the realisation of long-term economic

benefits (Fountaine et al., 2019).

Taking into account this contextual conditions-mechanism-outcomes framework empowers
firms to take a more thorough and strategic approach to digital transformation.
Understanding the potential strategic and economic outcomes of AIDA adoption will allow
firms to better align their capability development efforts with their broader strategic and
financial objectives. In addition, integrating this contextual conditions-mechanism-
outcomes framework with the drivers of organisational change (Armenakis and Bedeian,

1999) expands on the TIP perspective (Orlikowski, 2000), where it is observed that digital
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business ecosystems drive digital transformation, spurring firms on to adopt flexible and

adaptable organisational designs (Hanelt et al., 2021).

4.4 Digital Transformation Strategies and Technology as a Driver

4.4.1 The Strategic Imperative of Digital Transformation

The rise and continued prominence of digital transformation has led to a growing need for
an integration of multiple strategies into a unified digital strategy (Bharadwaj et al., 2013;
Matt et al., 2015). Traditional approaches that treated IT strategy as separate from business
strategy are increasingly inadequate in a digital environment where technology is deeply
embedded in all aspects of organisational operations and value creation. Instead,
organisations need comprehensive digital transformation strategies that align technological
investments with business objectives, organisational capabilities, and competitive

positioning.

Going forward, digital transformation will have a strategic impact on businesses and will
likely be tapped on by businesses as they strive for competitive advantage in increasingly
digital markets (Kraus et al., 2021). As a result, they hint that firms which do not act swiftly
in developing and implementing digital transformation strategies would lag behind those
who do. This alludes to firms being able to reap the rewards of incorporating Digital
Transformation into their business strategy by gaining the upper hand in the market.
However, doing so requires organisational transformation, is complex, revolutionary, and
continuous process, requiring significant revisions of current frameworks and procedures
through the development of products and delivery of services (Armenakis and Bedeian, 1999;
Romanelli and Tushman, 1994). The implication is that implementing digital transformation

brings with it both benefits and costs to the implementing organisation (Liu et al., 2011).

Combining resource-based theory from Barney (1991) and DCs from Teece et al. (1997)
with the strategic fit perspective (Smith and Reece, 1999; Zajac et al., 2000), Liu et al. (2011)
assess the digital transformation development process, revealing that competitive advantage
is derived from improved use of resources instead of the intrinsic superiority of the resources
themselves. Their empirical case study of Taiwan’s e-banking system concluded that
managing digital transformation will require firms to be aware and prepared for the
challenges it brings about. This is done through meticulously reviewing the resources and

capabilities of the firm as well as external demands.
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This strategic lens on digital transformation resonates with the DCs framework discussed in
Chapter 2, which emphasised the need for sensing opportunities, seizing them through
strategic decisions, and reconfiguring resources to adapt in changing environments. In the
context of digital transformation, DCs are relied upon in identifying technologies that are
appropriate for the firm, making strategic investments in those technologies, and

reconfiguring the processes, structures, and capabilities to leverage them effectively.
4.4.2 Technology as a Driver of Digital Transformation

The pervasiveness of technology leaves every industry susceptible to digital disruption
(Gerth and Peppard, 2016). This makes business performances reliant on investments in
technology and using it to achieve profits and gains. By tapping on digital technologies,
firms are now able to set up a variety of business models that were previously unavailable
to them while also transforming those models (Li, 2020). Using case study research, Li (2020)
found that digital technologies were used by firms as new channels for gathering information

as well as to interact with customers and other stakeholders.

In viewing technology as a driver of Digital Transformation, new technologies would affect
established structures, as outlined in the TIP perspective (Orlikowski, 2000). Kraus et al.
(2021) refer to several examples of how firms can benefit from incorporating technologies

into their business strategies:
Encouraging business agility and rapid innovation

Digital technologies are instrumental in helping organisations to keep up with the market
and increases the pace of innovation trends. This faster response is needed to gain an edge
in dynamic and competitive markets due to shifts in client demands, competitor dynamics,
and technology advancements. Jiang and Katsamakas (2010) looked into how e-book
technology disrupted the book industry as an example of how digital transformation
strategically affects sellers and consumers in the market. This is an instance where digital
technologies serve as opportunities for firms to overhaul their current situation while also

threatening the survival of the traditional firms. (Sebastian et al., 2017)
Strategic use of technologies

Knowing how and when to apply new technologies into the business requires understanding
of the technologies themselves and the manner in which they could possibly transform the
business (Gottschalk, 2006). Similarly, this is in alignment with the TIP perspective
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(Orlikowski, 2000) which seeks to study what people actually do with technology. Rather
than spending on new technologies haphazardly, companies now tend to fund technologies
with a focus on adherence to their strategies and how the technologies contribute to their
competitive advantage (Andal-Ancion et al., 2003). This approach to technology investment
strategically aligns digital initiatives with their broader organisational objectives and brings

long-term benefits.
Operational efficiency and Cost considerations

To facilitate the interaction with customers and processing of data, new technologies that
help businesses with search costs and real-time interfaces are often relied upon while also
being used to assist with standardisation and deliver positive network effects (Andal-Ancion
et al., 2003). Trantopoulous et al.’s (2017) survey found that reducing costs, achieving
operational efficiency, and improving business process through the use of technology are
among the key objectives of investments in IT. Such cost savings may give organisations a
measurable advantage especially in markets highly sensitive to price competition. However,
while some operational efficiency is clearly necessary, it must be balanced with strategic
considerations, which include ensuring that any digital initiative focused on cost never

undermines longer-term competitive standing or innovative capacity.
Increase access to data

Data has been growing exponentially as a result of increasing connectivity and the rise of
social networks, thereby necessitating for the evaluation of data through business analytics
to leverage on the data (Berman, 2012). Gaining insights into customer behaviour, market
trends, and operational performance is contingent upon organisations using and analysing
the data effectively for informed decision-making and strategic planning. However, the
technical complexity of data management and analytics requires specialised staff that are not
readily available in businesses (White, 2012), creating both opportunities and challenges for

digital transformation.
Data processing requirements

Technologies that aid data-driven approaches to the analysis of business operations need to
be complemented with those that can process data dynamically as the large volume of data
available can be exploited to derive business insights (Golzer and Fritzsche., 2017).
Advanced data capabilities, including running complex ML algorithms, real-time analytics,

and automated data integration tools, enable organisations to translate raw data into
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actionable intelligence at speeds and scales that were previously thought to be impossible.
Managing data and information effectively by capitalising on the use of digital technologies

can open doors for those prepared to transform their businesses (White, 2012).

As identified by Kraus et al. (2021), firms can derive the benefits of integrating technology
into their business strategy in five areas: business agility, strategic utilisation, operational
efficiency, data access, and advanced data processing capabilities. Across these different
areas, the evidence shows merely adopting new technologies is no guarantee for any positive
outcome. Instead, the benefits that can be realised by firms are highly contingent upon
implementation strategies and the degree of alignment between technology and firms’

business overarching business objectives.

This link between implementation quality, strategic fit, and organisational outcomes
correspond with the TIP perspective (Orlikowski, 2000). As discussed in Chapter 3, the
emphasis of TIP is that technology’s impact does not necessarily come from its intrinsic
properties but on how it is enacted within specific organisational settings. Organisations that
view technologies merely as tools instead of a strategic driver are less likely to realise the
benefits of digital transformation outlined above. To capture value from digital technologies
successfully, there needs to be a concerted and deliberate effort to ensure alignment between

technology and practice with strategy (Bharadwaj et al, 2013; Yeow et al., 2018).

4.4.3 Artificial Intelligence and Machine Learning as Transformative

Technologies

The widespread availability and affordability of powerful machines, better and improved
algorithms, cloud-computing access, and data in abundance have been the fundamental
trend-enablers of the rapid advancement of disruptive technologies such as Al and ML (Lee
etal., 2019; Russell and Norvig, 2020). Al-powered and ML-driven techniques are the major
driving forces behind data analytics processes widespread throughout corporations,

industries, organisations, and societies at large (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2020).

AIDA, which encompasses ML, NLP, RPA, and advanced analytics tools as has been
defined in Chapter 1, has been a transformative force in organisational digital evolution
(Davenport, 2018). With technological innovation continuing its rapid rise and AIDA
showing no signs of slowing down but instead increasing in potency, labour markets face
potential disruption, there had been much written about workers at risk of being made

redundant (Brynjolfsson and McAfee, 2011, 2014, 2017; Frey and Osborne, 2013, 2017).
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Consequently, there is growing concern about technology-driven job displacement,

particularly for roles involving routine, predictable tasks (Acemoglu, 2025; Berg et al., 2018).

Borrowing Keynes’ concept of technological unemployment (Keynes, 1933), Frey and
Osborne (2013, 2017) found that up to 47% of US jobs are at risk of being computerised (i.e.
automated by computer-controlled equipment). This is corroborated by Brock and von
Wangenheim’s (2019) case-studies and surveys which found that the exponential surge in
computing power that facilitates Al adoption at scale has allowed data-driven business
decision-making to supersede that of humans. There is also growing concern that Al could
displace human labour and how that could drastically change industries’ growth strategies

and organisational structures (Felten et al. 2019, 2021).

However, it is important to note that these assessments of automation risk have been
challenged on several grounds. Critics argue that they often fail to account for task variation
within occupations and therefore overestimate the risk of automation (Arntz et al., 2017;
Stephany and Lorenz, 2021). Instead of the grim reality of almost half the jobs in the US
economy risking automation, Arntz et al. (2017) found that most jobs comprise of tasks that
cannot be easily automated, and the risk falls to approximately 9%. This more modest
assessment reflects the reality that many job roles involve complex problem-solving,
decision-making involving contextual judgment, and interpersonal interactions that remain

challenging for machines to replicate (Jarrahi, 2018; Joksimovic et al., 2023).

These alternative viewpoints suggest that the continuous development of Al and ML
technologies should be described more accurately as changing work rather than eliminating
work. For instance, Davenport and Ronanki (2018) note that the role of such cognitive
technologies is to enhance human performance more than to displace humans, leading to a
new working relationship of human-machine collaboration. This change in the nature of
work often includes the automation of routine tasks in the job while allowing employees to
turn their attention to more advanced or complex tasks that require judgment, imagination,

and interpersonal skills (Lee et al., 2019; Smith, 2020).

The transformative potential of Al and ML go beyond simply altering existing jobs to enable
entirely new business models, products, and services (Li, 2020, Verhoef et al, 2021).
Organisations across different industry sectors are using these technologies to enrich the
customer experience, operational capabilities and create value from data was previously not

tapped on (Agrawal et al., 2018). Such advancements seem to imply that Al and ML will
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continue to drive digital transformation, reshaping the competitive market environment and

setting new strategic objectives for firms across different industries.

4.5 Digital Evolution of the Accounting Industry

4.5.1 The Changing Landscape of Accounting Work

Traditionally, the accounting profession has been deemed to be safe from disruption
(Brougham and Haar, 2020) but Frey and Osborne (2017) seem to suggest otherwise. Of the
702 occupations they examined, “Accountants and Auditors” ranked 589 with a 0.94
probability of being computerised. Several other accounting-related roles especially those of
a clerical nature (such as bookkeeping), were found in the bottom 50 with a probability of
between 0.97 — 0.99. There is a growing perception that an accountant or auditor will fall
victim to computerisation and increased technology adoption because their jobs often
involve activities that are repetitive and manual, such as adjusting entries and transactions

reconciliation (Smith, 2020).

However, subsequent research has revealed the limitations of such occupation-level
assessments. Arntz et al. (2017) demonstrated that accounting roles comprise diverse tasks
with varying automation potential. Their task-based analysis suggested that while routine
components of accounting jobs face automation, many aspects requiring professional
judgment, stakeholder communication, and contextual understanding remain difficult to
automate. Stephany and Lorenz (2021) refined this further by identifying that high-routine,
computer-based jobs face higher transformation likelihood from digital technologies, while
professional roles requiring complex information processing remain less vulnerable as they

are still primarily human domains.

Since accounting involves both routine tasks and complex professional judgment,
accountants should embrace AIDA as a complement to their work, automating tedious
routines while focusing on higher value-added tasks requiring professional judgment and
client interaction (Issa et al., 2016; Kokina and Davenport, 2017; Lee et al., 2019; Moffit et
al., 2018; Tysiac and Drew, 2018). Furthermore, with AIDA progressively being used in a
variety of accounting and assurance work, the roles of accountants have begun to evolve as
companies undergo digital transformation (Kokina et al., 2021). ML has been applied by
auditors to analyse documents, examine transactions, and identify risks while also being used
in accounting research areas such as bankruptcy and fraud predictions (Cho et al., 2020). In

financial reporting for investors, the deployment of ML techniques significantly enhances
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the accounting estimates made by managers and auditors (Ding et al., 2020). Using AIDA
to engage with multiple sources of data including Big Data ensures that the provision of
financial and valuation is done with greater assurance of reliability, timeliness, and relevancy
(Vasarhelyi et al., 2015). While interpretability of AI has been an established issue,
explainable Al methods applied to auditing tasks ensure that users can explain the results

derived from the Al applications (Zhang et al., 2022).

With the continued development of AIDA technologies, accountants are gradually moving
away from engagements that are focused only on traditional compliance tasks like audit and
tax and transitioning towards becoming strategy and technology consultants (Yigitbasioglu
et al., 2023). From their interviews of partners in Australia-based PSFs, they found that there
is a growing perception among accountants that their roles have evolved into strategic
advisors rather than traditional accountants. Kokina et al. (2025) corroborate this finding as
their interviews with Big 4 and other large accounting firms noted that despite the advances
which technology has brought to the audit processes, human auditors still bring in key
professional judgment and review and oversee such processes, with partners in firms

asserting that human-AlI collaboration is critical for the firms in offering quality service.

The changing landscape of accounting work thus reflects neither wholesale replacement nor
mere incremental change. Instead it signals a fundamental transformation of how accounting
firms create value for their clients. As routine tasks become increasingly automated,
accounting firms and professionals must develop new capabilities to thrive in an
environment where AIDA technologies complement and extend human expertise rather than
replace it, such as through co-piloted auditing, which enables collaborative decision-making

between human auditors and Al systems as well as enhanced audit quality (Gu et al., 2024).
4.5.2 AIDA Adoption as a Strategic Imperative for Accounting Firms

As accounting firms navigate the challenges and opportunities of digital transformation,
AIDA adoption has emerged as a strategic imperative rather than merely a technological
enhancement. AIDA tools, including ML, NLP, and RPA, offer accounting firms the
opportunity to automate repetitive tasks such as data entry, reconciliation, financial reporting,
payments processing, and transactional analysis. These technologies allow firms to process
enormous amounts of data with increased efficiency and thus speed up the audit timeline,
achieve greater accuracy in financial reporting, and improve risk management (Goh et al.,

2019).
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In doing so, AIDA has transformed accounting practices by shifting their focus away from
traditional compliance tasks that are manual and routine in nature to AIDA-enabled
engagements that include value-adding activities, such as data analysis, advisory, and
predictive analytics (Moll and Yigitbasioglu, 2019). Some new challenges and opportunities
have emerged from this shift as accounting firms need to build organisational capabilities to
facilitate proper integration of AIDA into their operations while simultaneously reviewing
their service offerings and staff skill requirements to meet clients’ changing demands. This
corresponds with the empirical findings from Kokina et al.’s (2025) interviews with
participants from Big 4s and other large accounting firms where Al is found to be more of
an enabler than an outright replacement of human capabilities. Their research emphasises
that while there has been remarkable technological advancement in various audit processes,
the human auditor remains essential. Firm partners highlighted that the human auditor’s
exercise of professional judgment and having oversight of Al is crucial and that the
collaboration between humans and Al is key to delivering services of high audit quality to

their clients.

The successful integration of AIDA into accounting firms is contingent on the firm’s ability
to align its digital strategy with broader business objectives. The insights offered by the DCs
framework (discussed in Chapter 2) can provide a better understanding of how AIDA
adoption is managed. As alluded to by Teece (2007, 2017), firms with strong DCs will be
better able to adapt their resources, processes, and structures in response to technological
disruptions. In the context of AIDA adoption, this involves sensing the potential benefits of
AIDA, seizing opportunities through strategic investments, and reconfiguring resources to

ensure that AIDA tools are fully embedded within the firm’s operations.

One of the key drivers of AIDA adoption in accounting is the growing demand from clients
for data-driven insights and more strategic, real-time decision-making (Holmes and
Douglass, 2022). As firms increasingly implement AIDA to deliver predictive analytics and
automated audit solutions, they are able to offer clients faster, more comprehensive services
that go beyond traditional compliance work. However, to capitalise on these opportunities,
firms must develop the necessary organisational adaptability to integrate AIDA into their
existing workflows and expand their service lines to include AIDA solutions. This is where
the firm’s DCs become critical, as the ability to continuously sense opportunities, seize them,

and reconfigure resources allows firms to remain agile and responsive to client demands.
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Despite the clear benefits, the adoption of AIDA technologies also presents significant
challenges for accounting firms. First, the skills gap remains a key barrier to AIDA
integration. While Al can automate routine tasks, accountants need to develop new
competencies in data analytics, Al interpretation, and technology management to fully
leverage the potential of these tools (Gulin et al., 2019; Moll and Yigitbasioglu, 2019). Many
accounting firms are addressing this challenge by investing in upskilling and training
programmes, ensuring that employees have the necessary skills to work alongside AIDA

systems (Boritz and Stratopoulos, 2023).

AIDA adoption also requires firms to reconfigure their organisational structures, shifting
from traditional, hierarchical models to more agile, cross-functional teams that can adapt to
the demands of AIDA processes (Arnaboldi et al., 2017). These changes to both skillsets and
organisational structure are critical to the firm’s ability to integrate AIDA and achieve long-
term competitive advantage. This structural reconfiguration aligns with the “transforming”
component of the DCs framework, as firms must adapt their organisational designs to

support effective AIDA implementation.
4.5.3 Opportunities and Challenges in AIDA Adoption

The adoption of AIDA technologies presents accounting firms with both significant
opportunities and substantial challenges. Understanding these dynamics is crucial for the
formulation of strategies that would ensure optimal AIDA integration, enabling firms to

realise the benefits that digital transformation brings.

AIDA technologies with task automation functionalities improve operational efficiency,
allowing firms to process larger volumes of transactions more with greater speed and
accuracy (Kokina and Blanchette, 2019). This automation lowers error percentages and
speeds up the delivery of services, thus increasing client satisfaction and firm profitability.
Meanwhile, ML improves fraud detection, risk assessment, and audit quality as complex
algorithms highlight patterns and flag off anomalies in financial data that may sometimes be

overlooked by human accountants (Sutton et al, 2016; Cho et al., 2020).

AIDA adoption also facilitates the provision of AIDA-enabled services that carry out data
analytics to make sense of voluminous datasets and predictive modelling to provide forward-
looking insights (Moll and Yigitbasioglu, 2019). Progressing from the retrospective
reporting to prospective analysis serves to enhance client relationships and increase

accounting firms’ value proposition beyond the conventional compliance functions like audit
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and tax. With the automation of many accounting tasks that used to be routine and repetitive,
PSFs are now repositioning themselves by offering strategic advisory services
(Yigitbasioglu et al. 2023). With AIDA technologies integrated into their operations, the
work environment becomes more intellectually stimulating as accountants now focus on
complex tasks that leverage professional judgment rather than performing arduous and

repetitive tasks (Issa et al., 2016; Kokina and Davenport, 2017; Moffit et al., 2018).

Despite the various clear advantages of AIDA adoption, there are many hurdles that
accounting firms face when implementing these technologies. Many accounting
professionals lack the vital data science, programming, and analytical skill sets that are
needed for the effective use of AIDA technologies (Al-Htaybat and von Alberti-Alhtaybat,
2017; McKinney et al., 2017). This skills gap calls for substantial investments in upskilling
programmes and alternative recruitment approaches. Besides this, it is also a common sight
that there is some pushback and resistance to using AIDA technologies, as employees worry
about job security and their potential loss of professional identity, perceiving these
technologies as a threat to their domain expertise (Guthrie and Parker, 2016). This resistance
manifests as distrust of AIDA-generated insights and an unwillingness to adopt these new
tools into existing workflows, thus making change management strategies crucial to
facilitate a mindset shift. There are also technical challenges that need to be dealt with,
including data quality issues, system integration problems, and security concerns when
implementing AIDA within existing IT infrastructures (Moll and Yigitbasioglu, 2019). As
many accounting firms operate on legacy systems, integration with AIDA technologies can
become a huge stumbling block, which requires substantial investments in IT systems to

facilitate the integration.
4.5.4 The Need for a Firm-Level Approach to AIDA Adoption

The adoption of AIDA technologies cannot be adequately explained by focusing solely on
individual competencies. Although individual expertise plays a big part in the AIDA
adoption process, it represents only one aspect of organisational changes that need to happen

for the implementation to be successful.

While individual skills are relevant, they are just one dimension of the broader
organisational changes that need to happen for AIDA adoption to be successful. Thus, this
research uses a firm-level perspective to look at wider organisational capabilities and
strategic changes required for the effective integration of AIDA into accounting firms. Under

this premise, AIDA adoption moves from being a simple dichotomy of accept versus resist
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on the part of individual employees into a broader recognition of systemic changes at the
firm level in resource allocation, process reconfiguration, and reshaping of strategic

priorities (Wamba-Taguimdje et al., 2020).

The Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) (Davis, 1989; Davis et al., 2024) and the
diffusion of innovation theory (Rogers, 2003; Rogers et al., 2014) are examples of models
focusing on individual behaviour that provide useful insights on how individuals perceive
and adopt new technologies in firms. However, they tend to fall short of explaining the
organisational complexities that accompany the technology adoption process within firms.
For example, TAM is more focused on user acceptance and perceived ease of use but does
not give adequate consideration to how firms reconfigure their organisational structures and
business models to effectively integrate technologies. On the other hand, the DCs framework
that focuses on sensing, seizing and reconfiguring capabilities, emphasises the strategic
processes through which firms adapt to technological changes (Teece, 2007). This particular
approach provides a more in-depth understanding of firm-level transformations required
during technology adoption which relate not only to technological change but also to cultural

and leadership change as well as how firms utilise its resources.

One of the primary reasons for adopting a firm-level approach is that AIDA adoption in
accounting firms requires strategic decisions that affect the entire organisation. For instance,
the implementation of AIDA tools such as RPA or ML techniques for predictive analytics
requires significant investment in infrastructure, upskilling of employees, and the
reconfiguration of workflows (Zhang, 2019). These changes are not limited to the
competencies of individual accountants but necessitate a top-down approach where
leadership takes the initiative to realign the firm’s strategy and operational models in ways
that make AIDA accessible. AIDA adoption also involves cross-departmental collaboration,
as the benefits of these technologies are realised when different parts of the organisation,
such as accounting professionals and data specialists (analysts, engineers, and scientists),

work together to integrate AIDA solutions (Arnaboldi et al., 2017).

Additionally, the shift away from routine compliance tasks towards AIDA-enabled advisory
work and other more value-adding services, compels firms to rethink their value proposition
(Shaffer et al., 2020). This transition is strategic and must be managed at the organisational
level, as firms move away from traditional audit and financial reporting functions to
providing more data-driven insights and strategic guidance to clients (Leitner-Hanetseder et

al., 2021). Individual accountants, while important, cannot redefine all the service offerings
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of the firm or effect all the structural changes necessary for such a transition (Busulwa and
Evans, 2021). Therefore, taking a firm-level perspective would be more appropriate for

analysing how accounting firms build DCs in AIDA as they pursue digital transformation.

Furthermore, one of the key risks associated with investing heavily in upskilling individual
accountants in AIDA-related competencies as they may leave for more lucrative
opportunities in the tech sector where there is high demand for AIDA-trained professionals
(Alekseeva et al., 2021; Jaiswal et al., 2021).This is a prevalent observation in technology-
intensive fields where employees highly specialised skills often move on to take other
opportunities once they have received extensive training (Nouri and Parker, 2020).
Consequently, accounting firms should prioritise cultivating Al-related expertise across all
organisational levels rather than depending on the specialised skills and knowledge of select
individuals. This ensures that the firm’s capabilities in harnessing AIDA remain sustainable

and embedded within the firm, even in the face of employee turnover.

The other determinant favouring the firm-level approach is the changing nature of
competition in the accounting industry. As AIDA technologies become more integrated into
accounting practices, firms will need to continuously adapt to maintain their competitive
edge (Wamba-Taguimdje et al., 2020). This adaptation occurs within a broader digital
ecosystem, where socio-technical interactions shape capability development (Morgan-
Thomas et al., 2020). Such adaptive transformation extends beyond employees simply
learning new skills but also requires firms to be reconfiguring resources, adopting new
technologies, and realigning their strategic priorities to to gain the upper hand over
competitors (Volberda et al., 2021). By focusing on sensing opportunities, seizing them, and
reconfiguring resources, the DCs framework provides a holistic view of how firms should
proceed with strategic adaption to implementing AIDA intor their workflows. In a fast-
changing industry such as accounting, where technological innovation continuously
reshapes the competitive landscape, these capabilities of sensing market trends, seizing the
opportunities to ride those trends, and reconfiguring resources are critical for sustaining

competitive advantage (Teece, 2017).

The firm-level perspective is also important for understanding how accounting firms deal
with AIDA adoption risks and challenges. In adopting AIDA technologies, firms are faced
with several ethical dilemmas, such as data privacy, algorithmic bias, and transparency of
the Al-driven process of decision-making (Felzmann et al., 2019, 2020; Munoko et al., 2020;

Russell and Norvig, 2020). These risks cannot be managed solely at the individual level as
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they require organisational governance structures for compliance with the responsible use of
Al and adherence to regulatory requirements (Diaz-Rodriguez et al., 2023). This reinforces
the need for a firm-wide approach to AIDA adoption as policies and oversight mechanisms
to mitigate the aforementioned risks are only effective when developed and implemented
across the firm (Morley et al., 2019). Addressing these issues requires coordination across
multiple departments, including legal, compliance, and risk management teams, thus further
emphasising the need for strategic leadership and organisational alignment in managing Al

ethical and regulatory implications (Wirtz et al., 2023).

Given that, the firm-level approach is critical to gaining insight into how accounting firms
handle the challenges and opportunities of AIDA adoption. Although individual
competencies are still important since they are the ones actively using AIDA technologies
in their work, they are not sufficient to capture the full complexity of digital transformation
especially at the broader organisational level. By focusing on the organisational capabilities
required for AIDA integration such as strategic leadership, resource reconfiguration, and
cross-functional collaboration, this research provides an in-depth understanding of how

accounting firms can successfully implement AIDA technologies.
4.6 Summary of Digital Transformation Literature Review

This chapter has examined the concept of digital transformation from its early mentions in
literature to its current position as a strategic imperative reshaping organisations across
industries. It has clarified the differing perspectives in which digital transformation as a
unique phenomenon from digitisation (the technical conversion of analogue information to
digital format) and digitalisation (the use of digital technologies to change business
processes), instead representing a comprehensive transformation of organisational structures,
business models, and strategic positioning. Digital transformation is more than just simply
adopting a particular technology; it is a continuous strategic process that impacts the core

foundation of how organisations operate, create value, and interact with stakeholders.

For accounting firms, this would mean the integration of technologies into their workflows
while concurrently reconceptualising service offerings and adapting to clients in a more data-
driven business environment. AIDA technologies play a key role in the digital
transformation journeys that accounting firms pursue. While some studies had raised
concerns regarding large-scale job displacement, subsequent studies have shown that these

technologies transform rather than eliminate work in accounting. The automation of routine
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work shifts accountants towards more value-added strategic advisory solutions requiring

professional judgment and domain expertise, areas where machines still struggle.

A firm-level approach is crucial to successful and effective AIDA adoption, with
organisational capabilities and strategic adaptations at the firm level determining
transformation success rather than individual competencies alone. This is especially
important for accounting firms as they face several challenges when seeking to adopt AIDA
technologies in the form of skills gaps, employee resistance, technical complexities, and
strategic uncertainties, with these challenges proving particularly difficult for firms lacking
capabilities to navigate technological disruption effectively. The next chapter proposes a
conceptual framework that integrates DCs and the practice-based perspectives of SAP and
TIP with digital transformation insights. This framework will guide the empirical
investigation into how accounting firms build DCs in AIDA for their digital transformation

journeys.
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CHAPTER 5. CONCEPTUALISATION AND PROBLEM
STATEMENT

5.1 Introduction

This chapter presents the aim, objectives, and research questions of this thesis in order to
conceptualise the problem that motivates this research. The chapter intends to achieve three
objectives. Firstly, it will present the research problem that justifies this research. Secondly,
it will outline the working thesis statement that informs and guides this subsequent empirical
research. Thirdly, it will present the overall aim, objectives, and theoretical framework that
underpins this research. The chapter will then conclude by summarising the research

problem that drives this research.

5.2 Problem Statement

The accounting profession stands at a crossroads, facing unprecedented disruption due to
advancements in Al. Though it offers transformative potential for accounting practice, many
firms struggle with developing the capabilities needed to effectively integrate them into their
operations (Kokina and Davenport, 2017; Smith, 2020). The technologies encompassed
within AIDA (ML, NLP, RPA, and advanced analytics tools) are rapidly reshaping
traditional accounting work through automation of routine tasks, enhancement of data
processing capabilities, and enablement of more sophisticated advisory services that were

previously not possible (Lee et al., 2019; Cong et al., 2018; Yigitbasioglu et al., 2023).

Despite the growing significance of AIDA, existing research remains predominantly focused
on individual-level factors, particularly accounting professionals’ skills gaps and perceptions
(Gulin et al., 2019; Moll and Yigitbasioglu, 2019; Rikhardsson and Yigitbasioglu, 2018).
This narrow focus on individual readiness, while undoubtedly important, overlooks the
broader strategic and organisational challenges that firms encounter when adopting AIDA
at scale. Successful AIDA implementation demands more than individual competencies; it
requires fundamental transformation of organisational structures, processes, and capabilities,

representing a firm-level phenomenon that remains underexplored in accounting research.

The accounting profession, traditionally characterised by established practices and
somewhat conservative approaches to change, now confronts a technological revolution
demanding fundamental rethinking of service delivery models and core competencies

(Sutton et al., 2018). Frey and Osborne (2013, 2017) initially sparked concern with their
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suggestion of a high probability (0.94) of accounting and auditing roles becoming
computerised. Subsequent studies, however, have challenged this deterministic view. Arntz
et al. (2017) and Stephany and Lorenz (2021) make a compelling case that the profession
will likely be transformed rather than eliminated, with AIDA technologies complementing
rather than replacing human professionals. This view is further substantiated by recent
empirical evidence from Kokina et al. (2025), whose interviews with experienced audit
professionals from Big 4s and other large firms revealed that rather than wholesale job
displacement, Al is primarily transforming the nature of accounting work by automating
routine tasks while creating new opportunities for professionals to focus on higher-value
activities requiring judgment and expertise. This transformation, nevertheless, requires
accounting firms to develop new capabilities enabling effective integration of AIDA

technologies.

There are still many barriers to AIDA adoption including skills gaps, cultural resistance,
technical complexities, and strategic uncertainties (Kokina et al., 2021). These challenges
prove particularly acute for firms lacking the DCs needed to navigate technological
disruption. Such firms struggle in rapidly changing environments as they tend to be overly
focused on pre-existing resources, are resistant to change, and prioritise efficiency over

innovation (Teece, 2014b).

Furthermore, AIDA adoption presents unique challenges extending beyond those associated
with previous technological changes in accounting. AIDA technologies represent
fundamentally different approaches to data analysis, decision-making, and client interaction
(Cong et al., 2018; Richins et al., 2017). Their effective implementation requires accounting
firms to develop capabilities in areas such as data science, algorithm design, and
computational thinking, domains traditionally foreign to accounting practice (Al-Htaybat

and von Alberti-Alhtaybat, 2017; McKinney et al., 2017; Seow et al., 2024).

Digital transformation, with AIDA adoption as a critical component, represents not a one-
time event but rather a continuous process requiring firms to build, maintain, and enhance
their DCs to remain competitive (Warner and Wiger, 2019). Accounting firms must navigate
the complexities of integrating AIDA into existing workflows, restructuring operations, and
ensuring these changes yield tangible improvements in service delivery (Wamba et al., 2017).
The digital transformation literature examined in Chapter 4 highlights these challenges while

emphasising the importance of developing appropriate capabilities to address them.
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Understanding these complex processes demands a multi-theoretical approach, building on
the frameworks established in the previous chapters. The DCs framework examined in
Chapter 2 provides a foundational theoretical lens for understanding how firms adapt to
technological change. This framework emphasises firms’ capacity to sense opportunities,
seize them through strategic decisions, and reconfigure resources to adapt to changing
environments. However, as noted in Chapter 2, this framework alone cannot provide
sufficient insight into the concrete practices through which AIDA adoption unfolds in

accounting firms.

The practice-based perspectives discussed in Chapter 3, including SAP and TIP,
complement the DCs framework by focusing on the micro-level activities through which
strategies take shape and technologies become enacted in specific organisational contexts.
As established in Chapter 3, these perspectives provide valuable insights into how strategic
decisions are made and how technologies are integrated into everyday practices. These
perspectives have rarely been applied to accounting contexts, particularly regarding AIDA

adoption.

The digital transformation literature reviewed in Chapter 4 deepens the understanding by
situating AIDA adoption within broader processes of technology-driven organisational
change. However, as noted in Chapter 4, this literature often focuses on industries other than
accounting or technologies other than AIDA. This gap in the literature highlights the need
for research specifically addressing how accounting firms navigate digital transformation

through AIDA adoption.

At the same time, research on technology adoption in organisational contexts typically tend
to draw on single-theory analytical approaches. These include applying frameworks like
DCs to assess strategic decision-making (Teece, 2007; Daniel et al., 2014), as well as
interpretive perspectives to make sense of how technologies shape organisational processes
and control (Orlikowski, 2000; Quattrone and Hopper, 2005). This suggests that there is
theoretical fragmentation that is limiting the understanding of how strategic capabilities
translate into operational practices and how capabilities develop from everyday firm

activities.

Moreover, existing accounting literature has yet to fully examine how the adaptability,
learning capacity, and potential for autonomous decision-making associated with AIDA
technologies require the development of distinct capabilities, which may differ from those

of earlier technologies. While recent studies have acknowledged the transformative potential
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of AIDA technologies across accounting domains, including their impact on professional
roles, decision-making, and, in some cases, control structures (Boritz and Stratopoulos, 2023;
Gu et al., 2024; Kokina et al., 2025; Leitner-Hanetseder et al., 2021; Moll and Yigitbasioglu,
2019; Sutton et al., 2022), how these characteristics contribute to capability-building in

strategic and operational contexts at firm level remain under-theorised.

Given the theoretical foundations established in the previous chapters, the following research

problem emerges:
Research Problem Statement

Existing theories do not sufficiently explain how accounting firms build dynamic capabilities

in Artificial Intelligence-driven Analytics to enable their digital transformation.
5.3 Conceptualisation and Theoretical Lens

Building on the theoretical foundations established in Chapters 2, 3, and 4, this research
employs an integrated theoretical framework combining Teece’s DCs framework as the
primary theoretical foundation, supplemented by insights from SAP and TIP. This
integration of theoretical perspectives, as foreshadowed in the previous chapters, allows for
a detailed examination of how accounting firms build DCs in AIDA adoption at both

strategic and operational levels.

As established in Chapter 2, Teece’s DCs framework provides a valuable theoretical lens for
understanding how organisations adapt to changing environments. Teece et al. (1997: 516)
define DCs as “the firm’s ability to integrate, build, and reconfigure internal and external
competences to address rapidly changing environments.” Teece (2007) further elaborates
this framework by identifying three key classes of capabilities: sensing (identifying
opportunities and threats), seizing (mobilising resources to address opportunities and capture
value), and transforming (continuous renewal and reconfiguration of assets and
organisational structures). This framework, as discussed in Chapter 2, is particularly relevant
for understanding how firms develop the capabilities needed to navigate technological

disruption.

Teece’s framework suits the study of AIDA adoption in accounting firms for several
compelling reasons. First, it specifically addresses how firms adapt to technological change
in dynamic environments, central to understanding AIDA adoption. Second, it emphasises
the strategic nature of capability development, aligning with the strategic decisions involved
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in AIDA adoption. Third, it recognises the path-dependent nature of capability development,
crucial for understanding how accounting firms’ historical experiences shape their approach
to new technologies. These attributes, as discussed in Chapter 2, make the DCs framework
particularly valuable for understanding organisational adaptation in rapidly changing

technological environments.

While Teece’s DCs framework provides a valuable overarching structure, Chapter 3
established that practice-based perspectives offer important complementary insights. SAP,
as examined in Chapter 3, focuses on strategy not as something organisations have but as
something organisational members do. It emphasises examining the concrete activities,
interactions, and practices through which strategic decisions take shape and implementation
occurs. This perspective, as Chapter 3 established, clarifies how organisations formulate and

execute strategies through specific practices and activities.

Similarly, the TIP perspective, also discussed in Chapter 3, examines how technologies
become enacted in everyday organisational routines. This perspective emphasises that
technology’s impact depends not on inherent properties but on how people use it in specific
organisational contexts. Chapter 3 established that this perspective helps explain why
identical technologies might produce different effects in different organisational contexts,

depending on how they integrate into existing practices and routines.

The digital transformation literature reviewed in Chapter 4 further enhances this theoretical
framework by providing insights into how organisations navigate technology-driven change.
As Chapter 4 established, digital transformation involves not only technological
implementation but also fundamental changes to organisational structures, processes, and
business models. This literature highlights the strategic nature of digital transformation and

the importance of developing appropriate capabilities to support this transformation.

Together, these three theoretical perspectives, building on the foundations established in the
previous chapters, provide a comprehensive lens for examining how accounting firms build
capabilities for AIDA adoption. Teece’s framework offers a strategic view of capability
development, while the practice-based perspectives provide insight into the concrete
activities through which these capabilities take shape and deployment occurs. The digital
transformation literature situates these capabilities within broader processes of

organisational change.
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In operationalising this integrated framework, this research also acknowledges Dudau,
Glennon, and Verschuere’s (2019) critical perspective on transformation processes. Their
research cautions against uncritical adoption of popular collaborative approaches,
highlighting that co-design and co-creation paradigms often become ‘magical concepts’ with
overstated benefits lacking empirical validation. This critical stance informs the study’s

evidence-based approach to examining transformation in specific accounting contexts.

Based on this integrated theoretical framework that builds on the foundations in the

preceding chapters, the following working thesis emerges:
Working Thesis Statement

Accounting firms build DCs in Artificial Intelligence-driven Analytics through a process that
involves sensing opportunities for AIDA adoption, seizing these opportunities through
strategic investments, and transforming organisational structures, processes, and

capadbilities to effectively integrate AIDA technologies.

The integration of DCs framework with practice-based perspectives addresses the well-
documented critique of capability research’s reliance on abstract and broad constructs that
overlook the specific day-to-day organisational routines and practices where capabilities are
formed and operationalised (Peteraf et al., 2013; Wang & Ahmed, 2007; Zahra et al., 2006).
By combining the strategic-level DCs framework with SAP’s and TIP’s focus on micro-
level practices, this research seeks to contribute to bridging the “microfoundations gap” in
capability theory (Felin et al., 2012). The DCs framework provides clarity for understanding
what capabilities firms need to develop, while practice-based perspectives reveal how these
capabilities are developed and enacted through everyday organisational activities.
Combining them together allows for analysis of both the strategic intent underpinning AIDA
adoption in accounting firms and the practical processes through which that intent translates

into actual organisational practices.
5.4 Aim, Objectives, and Conceptualisation

Based on the research problem identified and drawing on the theoretical foundations

established in the previous chapters, the overarching aim of this thesis is:

To explore how accounting firms build dynamic capabilities in Artificial Intelligence-

driven Analytics (AIDA) as they pursue digital transformation.
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The research intends to achieve four research objectives through an exploration of four

research questions:

Objective 1: To identify the activities through which accounting firms sense and seize

opportunities for adopting AIDA technologies.

RQ1: How do accounting firms sense and seize opportunities for adopting AIDA

technologies?

This objective corresponds to the “sensing” and “seizing” components of Teece’s DCs
framework, as examined in Chapter 2. It seeks to understand how accounting firms identify
potential applications of AIDA technologies, evaluate their strategic implications, and make
decisions regarding technology adoption. In line with the SAP approach, as discussed in
Chapter 3, this involves examining the specific activities through which firms scan their

environment, analyse technological trends, and formulate strategies for AIDA adoption.

Understanding sensing and seizing capabilities proves essential for explaining how
accounting firms initially recognise AIDA technologies’ potential and then commit
resources to implementation. This objective manifests in the interview protocol through
questions about firms’ digital strategy, how they identify and evaluate opportunities for
AIDA adoption, and what AIDA technologies they have invested in. These questions explore
both the strategic vision guiding AIDA adoption and the practical and tangible activities

through which this vision becomes reality.

Objective 2: To examine the changes in organisational structure, processes, and practices

that enable the integration of AIDA technologies in accounting firms.

RQ2: How do accounting firms reconfigure their structures, processes, and practices

to facilitate the integration of AIDA technologies?

This objective addresses the “reconfiguring”/’transforming” component of Teece’s
framework, as examined in Chapter 2, focusing on how accounting firms adapt their
organisations to effectively leverage AIDA technologies. From a TIP perspective, as
discussed in Chapter 3, it examines how AIDA technologies become enacted in everyday
organisational routines and how these enactments reshape organisational structures and
processes. Additionally, it draws on the digital transformation literature reviewed in Chapter

4, which highlights the organisational changes associated with technological adoption.
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Transforming capabilities prove crucial for ensuring AIDA technologies fully integrate into
the firm’s operations rather than remaining isolated initiatives. This objective appears in
interview questions about how AIDA adoption has changed the way firms operate and how
organisational structures have evolved to accommodate these technologies. These questions
explore the concrete ways accounting firms have transformed their organisations to align

with AIDA requirements and opportunities.

Objective 3: To investigate the rationale behind why accounting firms adopt specific AIDA

technologies over others.
RQ3: Why do accounting firms adopt specific AIDA technologies over others?

This objective explores the strategic considerations guiding accounting firms’ decisions
regarding which AIDA technologies to adopt and how to implement them. It draws on both
the DCs framework, particularly the “sensing” component examined in Chapter 2, and the
SAP approach discussed in Chapter 3 to examine how firms evaluate different technological
options and align their choices with broader strategic objectives. It also relates to the digital
transformation literature reviewed in Chapter 4, which addresses the strategic nature of

technology adoption decisions.

Understanding the strategic rationale behind AIDA adoption decisions provides insight into
how firms align technological investments with business objectives. This objective appears
in interview questions about benefits firms can derive from AIDA transformation and their
approach to implementing specific technologies. These questions explore both the perceived
value of different AIDA technologies and the strategic considerations shaping adoption

decisions.

Objective 4: To assess how accounting firms overcome barriers and cultivate enablers to

drive digital transformation through AIDA technologies.

RQ4: How do accounting firms overcome barriers and cultivate enablers for digital

transformation driven by AIDA technologies?

This objective focuses on challenges accounting firms face in adopting AIDA technologies
and strategies they employ to overcome these challenges. It integrates insights from all three
theoretical perspectives examined in the previous chapters: the DCs framework from

Chapter 2, the practice-based perspectives from Chapter 3, and the digital transformation
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literature from Chapter 4. This integration allows for examination of both structural barriers

to AIDA adoption and practical strategies for addressing them.

Identifying barriers and enablers is essential for understanding conditions under which DCs
for AIDA adoption can effectively develop and deploy. This objective appears in interview
questions about firms’ implementation approaches and organisational changes associated
with AIDA adoption. These questions explore both challenges firms have encountered and

strategies employed to address these challenges.

5.5 Integrated Theoretical Framework for exploring DCs in AIDA

Adoption in Accounting Firms

The integrated theoretical framework presented in Figure 5-1 guides this research, building
on the foundations established in the previous chapters. This capability framework for
studying AIDA adoption emerged from the conceptualisation presented in this chapter and
will be used particularly for cross-case analysis. It combines Teece’s DCs framework,
complemented by insights from SAP and TIP perspectives, and uses Miles and Huberman’s
(1994) matrix-based technique to carry out qualitative data analysis. The framework
systematically traces AIDA’s role across sensing, seizing, and transforming processes while

embedding strategising practices and technology enactment.
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Figure 5-1: Integrated Theoretical Framework for exploring DCs in AIDA Adoption in Accounting Firms
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This multi-theoretical approach enables a comprehensive analysis of AIDA adoption

processes at various levels:

e DCs framework: Provides the overarching structure for examining how firms sense
opportunities, seize them through strategic decisions, and reconfigure their

organisations (primarily informing RQ1 and RQ2 but also RQ3 and RQ4).

e SAP: Offers insights into the concrete activities, practices, and micro-processes
through which strategic decisions about AIDA technologies are formulated and
implemented (particularly relevant for RQ3 regarding technology selection

rationales).

e TIP: Facilitates analysis of how AIDA technologies become enacted in
organisational contexts and how these enactments reshape organisational practices

(especially important for RQ4 regarding barriers and enablers).

By integrating these theoretical perspectives, the analysis can examine both the strategic,
firm-level dynamics of capability development and the practical, situated activities through

which AIDA technologies are selected and integrated into daily practices.

This capability framework represents a methodological contribution of this research,
providing a structured approach for analysing the complex, multi-level processes through
which accounting firms develop capabilities for AIDA adoption. Unlike conventional
approaches that focus primarily on strategic decisions or technology implementation in
isolation, this framework enables analysis of the interplay between strategic capabilities and

everyday practices in shaping digital transformation outcomes.

The research approach to addressing these objectives and questions involves in-depth
interviews with accounting professionals who have participated in AIDA implementation
initiatives. The interview protocol elicits insights into various aspects of DCs development,
focusing on concrete activities, decision-making processes, and organisational changes

associated with AIDA adoption.

Background questions about participants’ experience in the accounting profession, current
role, and involvement with digital transformation initiatives provide context for
understanding their perspectives and ensuring they possess relevant expertise to address

research questions. Questions about firms’ digital strategy and benefits of AIDA
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transformation explore how firms sense opportunities and articulate the value proposition of
AIDA technologies. Questions about specific technology investments and implementation
approaches examine how firms seize opportunities through resource allocation and project
execution. Finally, questions about organisational changes and operational impacts address

how firms transform their structures and processes to integrate AIDA technologies.

This research adopts a firm-level approach to studying AIDA adoption in accounting firms,
as discussed in Chapter 4 and supported by the interview protocol’s focus on organisational
strategies, structures, and capabilities. Unlike existing studies primarily focusing on
individual accountants’ skills and technology readiness (Gulin et al., 2019; Moll and
Yigitbasioglu, 2019; Rikhardsson and Yigitbasioglu, 2018), this research examines how
firms, as whole entities, develop the strategic capabilities necessary to harness AIDA’s
potential. This firm-level approach aligns with the theoretical foundations established in the
previous chapters, particularly the emphasis on organisational capabilities in Chapter 2 and

organisational practices in Chapter 3.
5.6 Summary of Conceptualisation

This chapter presents the aim, objectives, and research questions of this thesis, building on
the theoretical foundations established in the previous chapters. Firstly, it presents the
problem that existing theories inadequately explain how accounting firms build DCs in
AIDA to enable digital transformation. This problem carries significant weight given AIDA
technologies’ increasing importance in reshaping accounting practice and the challenges

many firms face in successfully adopting these technologies.

Secondly, the chapter argues that an integrated theoretical approach combining Teece’s DCs
framework with SAP and TIP perspectives provides a valuable lens for examining this
problem. Drawing on the theoretical foundations established in Chapters 2, 3, and 4, it
presents a working thesis statement conceptualising AIDA adoption as a process involving
DCs development to sense opportunities, seize them through strategic decisions, and

transform resources and capabilities to effectively integrate AIDA technologies.

The chapter presents the overall aim, objectives, and theoretical framework driving this
research. The aim explores how accounting firms build DCs in AIDA as they pursue digital
transformation. The four research objectives address key aspects of this aim, focusing on
how accounting firms sense and seize opportunities for AIDA adoption, transform their

organisations to facilitate AIDA integration, make decisions about specific AIDA
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technologies, and overcome barriers while cultivating enablers for digital transformation.
These objectives build on the theoretical foundations established in the previous chapters

and will guide the empirical investigation that follows.

To address these objectives and research questions, this study will employ in-depth
interviews with accounting professionals who have participated in AIDA implementation
initiatives. The interview protocol has been designed to elicit insights into various aspects
of DCs development, focusing on concrete activities, decision-making processes, and
organisational changes associated with AIDA adoption. This protocol includes questions
about firms’ digital strategies, specific technology investments, implementation approaches,
and organisational changes, aligning with the sensing, seizing, and transforming capabilities

in the theoretical framework.

The firm-level approach adopted in this research moves beyond individual skills and
technology readiness emphasised in much existing research, addressing a significant gap in
understanding how accounting firms navigate the complexities of digital transformation in
the AIDA era. Unlike existing studies primarily focusing on individual accountants’ skills
and technology readiness (Gulin et al., 2019; Moll and Yigitbasioglu, 2019; Rikhardsson
and Yigitbasioglu, 2018), this research examines how firms, as whole entities, develop the
strategic capabilities necessary to harness AIDA’s potential. This approach, grounded in the
theoretical perspectives examined in the previous chapters, offers a comprehensive
framework for understanding the complex processes through which accounting firms

navigate technological disruption.

The next chapter will elaborate on the research methodology employed to operationalise this
conceptual framework, detailing the research design, data collection methods, and analytical

techniques used to investigate how accounting firms build DCs in AIDA adoption.
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CHAPTER 6. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
6.1 Introduction

This chapter presents the research methodology employed to investigate how accounting
firms build DCs in AIDA as they pursue digital transformation. Following the conceptual
foundations established in Chapters 2-5, this methodology chapter outlines the philosophical
foundations underpinning this research, the methodological approach adopted, the sampling
strategy, data collection methods, analytical procedures, quality assurance mechanisms,

ethical considerations, and methodological limitations.

Edmondson and McManus (2007: 1173) conceptualise the field research process to be “a
journey that may involve almost as many steps backward as forward” rather than the
traditional implicit view of it being a linear process. They use a visual, reproduced here as
Figure 6-1, to depict their view. This iterative nature was evident in this doctoral research,
where the investigation of DCs in accounting firms required continuous refinement of the
research approach as new insights emerged. This chapter aims to provide not just the

methodological decisions made, but also the reasoning behind these choices.

Figure 6-1: Field Research as an Iterative, Cyclic Learning Journey

Submit

The research explores how accounting firms of varying types (sizes)—Big 4s, Mid-tiers, and

Boutiques—develop capabilities to sense opportunities for AIDA adoption, seize these
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opportunities through strategic investments, and reconfigure their organisational structures,
processes, and practices to effectively integrate AIDA technologies. The methodology has
been carefully designed to capture the complex, socially embedded processes through which

these capabilities develop and manifest in everyday organisational activities.

The study draws on data collected through 24 semi-structured interviews with managing
partners, partners, directors, senior managers, and managers from accounting firms in
Singapore. The analysis explores the processes through which firms sense opportunities for
AIDA adoption, seize these opportunities, and develop the DCs necessary to integrate AIDA

technologies into their operations.

6.2 Research Philosophy and Approach

13

Research philosophy encompasses “a system of beliefs and assumptions about the
development of knowledge” (Saunders et al., 2019). These philosophical underpinnings are
vital to examine as they significantly influence research quality and relevance of findings
(Neuman, 2014). The hallmark of coherent research lies in its philosophical consistency

across ontological, epistemological, and axiological dimensions (Saunders et al., 2019).
Ontological Position: Subjectivism

This research adopts a subjectivist ontological stance, acknowledging that the development
of DCs for AIDA adoption is not an objective external reality but rather, socially constructed
through the interpretations, experiences, and actions of organisational actors. Cultivating
DCs requires firms to balance entrepreneurial mindsets with systematic examination of
resources and organisational structures. These capabilities are embedded in organisational

processes and routines that are inherently subjective in nature (Willis et al., 2007).

Subjectivism in this context acknowledges that how accounting firms’ perceptions of their
market environment, technological opportunities, and transformation strategies are shaped
by their distinct contexts, histories, and interpretive frameworks. This lines up with the
practice-based perspectives explored in Chapter 3, which highlight the socially constructed
nature of both strategic activities (SAP) and technology enactments (TIP).

This ontological position is appropriate for studying DCs in AIDA adoption as it recognises
that the ways in which accounting firms sense opportunities, seize them through strategic
decisions, and reconfigure their resources are not objective processes but rather are infused

with meaning and interpretation. The specific organisational contexts, histories, and
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subjective interpretations of key decision-makers influences how firms perceive and respond

to technological disruption.

The subjectivist stance also corresponds with the perspectives on digital transformation
explored in Chapter 4, which point out that technological change is not deterministic but is
influenced by the perceptions and actions of organisational actors. Technologies themselves
do not determine outcomes; instead, their impact is shaped by how they are perceived,

adopted, and enacted within specific organisational contexts (Orlikowski, 2000).
Epistemological Position: Interpretivism

From an epistemological perspective, this research aligns with interpretivism, which
emphasises understanding social phenomena through the meanings that human actors assign
to them (Saunders et al., 2019). Unlike positivism, which seeks objective, measurable truths
independent of human interpretation, interpretivism recognises that knowledge about DCs
in AIDA adoption is innately context-dependent and socially constructed. Interpretivism is
appropriate for research that seeks to make sense of social contexts through identifying,
analysing, interpretating, and explaining the links between social environments (Denzin and

Lincoln, 2008).

The interpretivist approach is suitable for this research as the development of DCs is
influenced by firms’ past experiences, organisational learning processes, and strategic
decision-making contexts. How accounting firms pursue digital transformation and leverage
AIDA technologies is not a uniform, deterministic process but rather a socially embedded

phenomenon that varies across firms and contexts.

This epistemological position aligns with SAP as reviewed in Chapter 3, which focuses on
how strategy is socially accomplished through the everyday activities of organisational
actors (Jarzabkowski, 2004, 2005; Whittington, 1996, 2003, 2006). It also resonates with
TIP, which emphasises how technologies are enacted through recurrent patterns of use

within specific social contexts (Orlikowski, 2000).

The interpretivist approach enables an examination of how accounting professionals make
sense of AIDA technologies, how they integrate these technologies into their everyday
practices, and how these practices contribute to the development of organisational
capabilities. It acknowledges that the meanings attached to AIDA technologies and their role
in digital transformation vary across different accounting firms based on their unique

organisational contexts, histories, and interpretive frameworks.
107



Axiological Considerations

Axiologically, this research acknowledges the value-laden nature of both the research
process and the phenomena being studied. The researcher’s background as a chartered
accountant who also has an added specialisation in analytics and ML in accounting, analytics,
and machine learning shapes the research process, from the conceptualisation of research
questions to the interpretation of findings. This research adopts a reflexive approach that
recognises and critically examines these values and biases throughout the research process,

instead of trying to dismiss them.

This axiological position recognises that the decisions made by accounting firms about
AIDA adoption are also value-laden, influenced by their organisational cultures, strategic
priorities, and the values of key decision-makers. The development of DCs for AIDA
adoption is not a value-neutral process but is shaped by firms’ perceptions of what is
considered valuable capabilities, desirable technologies, and appropriate strategic responses

to digital disruption.

By adopting this axiological stance, the research can explore not only what capabilities
accounting firms develop for AIDA adoption but also why they prioritise certain capabilities
over others and how these priorities reflect their values and strategic objectives. This aligns
with the understanding of digital transformation which is comprised of technological,

organisational, and strategic dimensions of change, as presented in Chapter 4.
6.3 Research Design

This research utilises a qualitative methodology in accordance with the interpretivist
epistemology. Qualitative research is particularly appropriate for exploring complex,
context-dependent phenomena like the development of DCs for AIDA adoption (Yin, 2014).
The research specifically utilises a multiple case study approach supplemented by semi-

structured interviews.
6.3.1 Multiple Case Study Approach

Multiple case studies allow for the in-depth exploration of how and why questions by
enabling the investigation of complex phenomena within their real-life contexts (Yin, 2003).
This approach is well-suited to examining the processes through which accounting firms

develop capabilities for AIDA adoption since it facilitates rich, contextual understanding of
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organisational dynamics while enabling cross-case comparison to identify patterns and

unique traits among different types of firms (Eisenhardt, 1989).
The multiple case study approach offers several advantages for this research:

1. It facilitates theoretical replication, allowing for the development of robust,

generalisable theory (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007; Yin, 2003).

2. It enables investigation of the phenomenon across diverse organisational contexts,
capturing variation in how different types of accounting firms approach AIDA

adoption.

3. It supports cross-case analysis to identify common patterns as well as contextual

differences in capability development processes.

4. Tt allows for the exploration of multiple levels of analysis, from strategic decision-
making to everyday practices, aligning with the multi-level theoretical framework

conceptualised in Chapter 5.

5. It provides a holistic view of the phenomenon, capturing both the macro-level
strategic aspects of capability development and the micro-level practices through

which these capabilities are enacted.

The case study approach is particularly well-aligned with the theoretical framework
developed in Chapter 5, which integrates the DCs framework (Teece, 2007) with practice-
based perspectives (SAP and TIP). While the DCs framework provides a valuable lens for
understanding what capabilities firms need to develop, the practice-based perspectives
supplement it by offering insights into how these capabilities manifest in everyday
organisational activities. The case study approach enables exploration of both dimensions,

providing a comprehensive understanding of capability development processes.

6.3.2 Research Context

Singapore provides an ideal context for investigating how accounting firms develop DCs for
AIDA adoption. As a global financial hub with advanced technological infrastructure,
Singapore represents a particularly relevant setting for understanding digital transformation
processes in professional service firms (Gan, 2020). The country’s Smart Nation initiative
and supportive regulatory environment for technological innovation have created conditions

conducive to digital transformation across industries, including accounting.
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Singapore’s position as a regional headquarters for many accounting firms, combined with
its emphasis on technological advancement, makes it a strategically significant context for
studying AIDA adoption. Furthermore, the diversity of accounting firms operating in
Singapore, from Big 4s to Mid-tiers and local Boutiques, provides an opportunity to examine

capability development processes across different organisational contexts.

The Smart Nation initiative found its beginnings in 2014 and it kickstarted a huge push for
digital transformation across industries, with accounting becoming one of the notable
beneficiaries. On the education front, Singapore Management University (SMU) developed
a suite of Accounting Data and Analytics (ADA) programmes across undergraduate,
postgraduate, and professional development levels in 2018 to address the growing need for
accountants with technological competencies (Singapore Management University, 2018).
By 2019, several initiatives aimed at driving a profession-wide transformation had already
begun. Collaborating with SMU School of Accountancy (SMU-SOA), CPA Australia’s
Singapore office developed a toolkit providing accounting and finance professionals with
practical insights into leveraging Al technologies titled “Charting the Future of Accountancy
with AI”. Comprising contributions from academics, the Big 4s, and leading technology
consultancies, the publication explored various applications of Al in accounting, from
automating repetitive tasks to enhancing fraud detection and financial forecasting, marking

the profession’s transition toward AIDA.

Concurrently, Singapore’s Infocomm Media Development Authority (IMDA), Institute of
Singapore Chartered Accountants (ISCA), and Singapore Accountancy Commission
(merged with Accounting and Corporate Regulatory Authority (ACRA) since 2023)
launched the Accountancy Industry Digital Plan (IDP). This plan served as a structured
pathway to guide firms from basic digital readiness through data analytics adoption to
advanced Al-enabled solutions (IMDA, 2019). The initiative aimed to accelerate digital
transformation, specifically targeting small and medium-sized practices, which constitute 98%
of Singapore’s accountancy sector. Also part of the plan was the establishing of the
Accounting Technology & Innovation Centre in partnership with Singapore Institute of
Technology to promote innovation through collaboration with academics and technology

partners, with a specific focus on Al and data analytics.
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The IDP outlined a three-stage digital roadmap for firms:

1. Getting Digital Economy Ready: Implementation of basic tools like practice
management, audit management, and tax management solutions to streamline

operations.

2. Growing in the Digital Economy: Adoption of data analytics for advisory services

and integrated platforms for seamless transactions to generate insights.

3. Leaping Ahead: Implementation of advanced technologies like Al-enabled solutions

and RPA for innovative services and intelligent operations.

Singapore’s position as a hub for multinational corporations means that accounting firms
operating in the country often serve clients with complex, cross-border operations. This
creates additional impetus for developing sophisticated analytical capabilities that can
address the needs of these clients. The Singapore context thus provides a rich environment
for examining how accounting firms develop capabilities for AIDA adoption in response to

both local and global forces.

The selection of Singapore as the research context enhances the study’s potential for
theoretical contribution while ensuring practical relevance to accounting firms operating in
advanced digital economies. By examining capability development processes in this
dynamic environment, this research can generate new insights that are valuable for

understanding digital transformation in professional service firms more broadly.
6.3.3 Unit of Analysis

The unit of analysis are the digital transformation initiatives through which accounting firms
adopt AIDA technologies. These initiatives are recognised as strategic projects by the
companies that are intended to drive organisational changes from the implementation and
integration of AIDA technologies into their day-to-day operations and workflows. The focus
on each digital transformation initiative ensures that the qualitative analysis captures
observable activities and practices that can systematically be grouped and compared across

different organisational contexts.

While data is collected from individual participants across multiple firms, the analytical
focus examines how firms develop and deploy DCs through these transformation initiatives.

Each firm serves as a case, with the specific transformation initiatives that adopt varying
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AIDA technologies providing the empirical context for examining both the capabilities
required to execute these projects and those developed in the process. This approach aligns
with the research questions, which were formulated to assess how firms build sensing,
seizing, and reconfiguring/transforming capabilities through specific transformation efforts.
It recognises that capability development is both a prerequisite for and a consequence of

successful digital transformation.
6.3.4 Methodological Considerations for the Case Study Method

Using the integrated theoretical framework presented in Figure 5-1 requires methodological

considerations to be made in order to justify the case study approach adopted in this research:

First, the DCs framework’s emphasis on process-oriented capabilities requires a longitudinal
understanding of how firms develop sensing, seizing, and transforming capabilities over
time (Eisenhardt and Martin, 2000; Teece, 2007). Such insights are better captured through
a case study approach as compared to cross-sectional surveys (Langley, 1999; Pettigrew,
1990). Case studies allow for a detailed, context-rich examination of how organisational

change occurs over time (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2014).

Second, the emphasis of practice-based perspectives like SAP and TIP is on closely studying
everyday activities, social interactions, and technological enactments that influence how
strategy is implemented and how technology tools are used (Feldman and Orlikowski, 2011;
Jarzabkowski et al., 2007; Orlikowski, 2000; Whittington, 2006). Such organisational
practices are inherently contextual and socially embedded, making them difficult to study
through standardised methods like surveys or experiments that do not sufficiently account
for the lived experiences and situated nature of organisational practice (Nicolini. 2012). As
the case study approach facilitates the collection of rich, situated data, it is appropriate for

examining such micro-level processes (Yin, 2014).

Third, given the intention to integrate multiple theoretical perspectives for this research, the
methodology needs to support analysis across different levels of organisational activity.
(Jarzabkowski and Spee, 2009; Orlikowski, 2007). Capturing insights at multiple levels
requires an approach that can handle complexity while preserving the link between strategic
decisions and day-to-day practices in the firm. A case study design provides methodological
flexibility to trace connections across levels of organisational activities, while maintaining
consistency with the integrated theoretical framework used in this research as presented in

Figure 5-1 (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2014).
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Finally, the research questions listed out in Section 5.4 are concerned with understanding
how organisational processes unfold, rather than testing predetermined hypotheses. To
adequately account for complexity and context, an open-ended, exploratory approach is
needed. Among available options, the case study approach aligns most closely with this
research’s aim of discovery rather than confirmation since it priorities the understanding of

real-world processes as they develop (Yin, 2014).

6.4 Sampling Strategy

6.4.1 Sampling Parameters

This research adopts a purposeful sampling approach to identify information-rich cases that
examine the phenomenon of interest (Patton, 2002; Suri, 2011). The sampling strategy is

guided by the following parameters:

e Setting: The research focuses on accounting firms operating in Singapore, a global
financial hub with advanced digital infrastructure that facilitates digital

transformation initiatives.

e Focal Actors: The focal actors are accounting firms of varying sizes and market
positions, including Big 4s, Mid-tiers, and Boutiques, each engaged in digital

transformation with emphasis on AIDA adoption.

e Actors: The individuals within these firms who participate in the study include senior
professionals with some decision-making authority and involvement in digital
transformation initiatives. These participants include Managing Partners, Partners,
Directors, Senior Managers, and Managers who can provide insight into strategic and

operational aspects of AIDA adoption in their firms.

e Events: The study focuses on events and activities related to the adoption and
integration of AIDA as part of broader digital transformation initiatives, including

technology implementation drives and strategic decision-making processes.

o Processes: The key processes of interest include the development and
implementation of capabilities for AIDA, changes in organisational structure and

culture to accommodate new technologies, and evolution of client service approaches.
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6.4.2 Purposeful Sampling Criteria
The selection of cases is guided by four primary criteria:

1. Primary business operations based in Singapore: Focusing on firms with
significant number of operations based in Singapore ensures contextual consistency
and relevance to the local business landscape. This criterion was put in place to
control for environmental variables while simultaneously factoring in the diversity

of firm types operating within the same regulatory and business context.

2. Diversity in firm size and structure: The sample includes all Big 4s (with extensive
global networks), Mid-tiers (with some global network connections but smaller
relative to Big 4), and Boutiques (independent with emerging technology adoption).
This diversity facilitates comparative analysis across different organisational
contexts (Warner and Wager, 2019), allowing for the analysis of how firm size and

structure impact capability development processes.

3. Active engagement in digital transformation: Selected firms are actively pursuing
digital transformation initiatives, particularly those involving AIDA technologies
(Ellstrom et al., 2021). This criterion ensures that the firms included in the study have
relevant experience with digital transformation and can provide rich insights into

capability development processes related to it.

4. Diversity in professional roles and perspectives: Participants within each firm
represent various hierarchical levels and functional domains to ensure clarity in the
understanding of capability development processes (Vial, 2019, 2021). This criterion
recognises that capability development involves multiple organisational actors and
perspectives, ranging from strategic decision-makers to those involved in

implementation.

These criteria were set with the intention of making sure that the sample provides sufficient
depth, richness, and diversity to address the research questions while maintaining focus on
the phenomenon of interest: accounting firms pursuing digital transformation through
adopting AIDA. The criteria strike a balance between homogeneity (firms operating in
similar contexts and engaged in digital transformation) and heterogeneity (diversity in firm
size, structure, and professional roles), enabling an in-depth and comprehensive cross-case

comparison analysis.
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6.4.3 Sample Composition

The final sample consists of 24 participants from 11 firms across three types of accounting

firms:
Big 4s:

e Firm Size in Singapore: 2,500 - 4,000 employees (each)

e Number of Firms: 4

e Number of Participants: 13

e Positions: 4 Partners, 4 Senior Managers, 2 Managers, 3 Directors
Mid-Tiers:

e Firm Size in Singapore: 200 - 500 employees (each)

e Number of Firms: 4

e Number of Participants: 7

e Positions: 1 Managing Partner, 5 Partners, 1 Senior Manager
Boutiques:

e Firm Size in Singapore: 20 - 100 employees (each)

e Number of Firms: 3

e Number of Participants: 4

e Positions: 3 Managing Partners, 1 Senior Manager

This sample composition ensures a diverse range of perspectives across different firm types
while preserving adequate depth within each category to allow for meaningful cross-case
analysis. Crucially, all participants were engaged in digital transformation initiatives that
incorporated AIDA technologies, although their degree of involvement varied. Some
participants were actively engaged in digital transformation teams, others were involved in
the formulation of digital strategy, while some were focused on the implementation of AIDA

technologies within their respective domains or departments or service functions. This
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diversity of involvement provides an in-depth perspective on the implementation of AIDA

across different organisational levels, functions, and roles.

The sample size of 24 participants across 11 firms finds consistency qualitative research
recommendations for prioritising depth rather than breadth (Creswell, 2013). The number of
participants was determined through an iterative process, with additional participants
recruited until theoretical saturation was achieved (Guest et al., 2006). Theoretical saturation
became apparent when subsequent interviews yielded diminishing returns in terms of new
insights and when further data brought clarity to existing themes rather than introducing new

ones.

The assessment of saturation occurred continuously throughout the data collection process
and ongoing analysis of interview transcripts rather than at predetermined intervals, aligning
with the iterative nature of field research described in Section 6.1. This ongoing evaluation
allowed for adjustments to be made in real-time when recruiting subsequent interview
participants and ensured adequate coverage across different organisational contexts. The
final distribution of 13 participants from Big 4s, 7 from Mid-tiers, and 4 from Boutiques
reflected both the achievement of saturation within each firm type and the recognition that
Boutiques’ smaller organisational size and less complex decision-making structures required
fewer perspectives to understand their capability development processes. The selection of
four Mid-tiers and three Boutiques was done so to ensure adequate representation of these
important segments while maintaining a feasible and manageable scope for in-depth analysis,
while the participant distribution roughly reflects the relative size and influence of these firm
types in the Singapore accounting industry. Details of the 24 interview participants are in

Table 6-1 below.
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Table 6-1: Interview Participants’ Details

Participant Number Firm Firm Type Position Reference

1 Landmark Co (Firm A) Big 4 Partner #1-A-Partner

2 Safeguard Co (Firm B) Big 4 Senior Manager #2-B-SeniorManager

3 Trailblazer Co (Firm C) Big 4 Partner #3-C-Partner

4 Safeguard Co (Firm B) Big 4 Partner #4-B-Partner

5 Trailblazer Co (Firm C) Big 4 Partner #5-C-Partner

6 Trailblazer Co (Firm C) Big 4 Manager #6-C-Manager

7 Trailblazer Co (Firm C) Big 4 Senior Manager #7-C-SeniorManager

8 Trailblazer Co (Firm C) Big 4 Manager #8-C-Manager

9 Keystone Co (Firm D) Big 4 Senior Manager #9-D-SeniorManager
10 Keystone Co (Firm D) Big 4 Senior Manager #10-D-SeniorManager
11 Trailblazer Co (Firm C) Big 4 Senior Manager #11-C-SeniorManager
12 Keystone Co (Firm D) Big 4 Director #12-D-Director

13 Safeguard Co (Firm B) Big 4 Director #13-B-Director

14 Reliable Co (Firm E) Midtier Partner #14-E-Partner

15 Reliable Co (Firm E) Midtier Partner #15-E-Partner

16 Reliable Co (Firm E) Midtier Partner #16-E-Partner

17 Benchmark Co (Firm F) Midtier Managing Partner #17-F-ManagingPartner
18 Foresight Co (Firm G) Midtier Partner #18-G-Partner

19 Synergy Co (Firm H) Midtier Senior Manager #19-H-SeniorManager
20 Reliable Co (Firm E) Midtier Partner #20-E-Partner

21 Catalyst Co (Firm J) Boutique Managing Partner #21-J-ManagingPartner
22 Forward Co (Firm K) Boutique Managing Partner #22-K-ManagingPartner
23 Venture Co (Firm L) Boutique Managing Partner #23-L-ManagingPartner
24 Venture Co (Firm L) Boutique Senior Manager #24-L-SeniorManager
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6.5 Data Collection

6.5.1 Semi-Structured Interviews

The primary data collection method employed in this research is semi-structured interviews
with senior professionals from accounting firms. Semi-structured interviews provide a
balance between structure and flexibility, allowing for systematic coverage of key topics
while giving participants freedom to express their perspectives and experiences in depth

(Horton et al., 2004; Guest et al., 2013).

The interviews explored how accounting firms sense opportunities for AIDA adoption, seize
these opportunities through strategic investments and initiatives, and reconfigure their
organisational structures and processes to effectively integrate these technologies. The semi-
structured format enabled the exploration of complex issues while maintaining consistency

across interviews, facilitating subsequent cross-case analysis.

As Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) suggest, semi-structured interviews are particularly
effective for collecting qualitative data on complex phenomena as they allow for in-depth
exploration while maintaining sufficient structure to ensure coverage of key topics. This
approach was well-suited to investigating the multifaceted processes through which

accounting firms develop DCs for AIDA adoption.

The semi-structured interview approach aligns with both the interpretivist epistemology and
the theoretical framework guiding this research. From an interpretivist perspective, semi-
structured interviews allow for exploration of participants’ subjective interpretations and
experiences, recognising that knowledge about DCs is socially constructed through these
interpretations. From a theoretical perspective, the flexibility of semi-structured interviews
enables exploration of both the strategic aspects of capability development (emphasised in
the DCs framework) and the practical, everyday activities through which these capabilities

manifest (emphasised in the practice-based perspectives).
6.5.2 Interview Protocol and Process

An interview guide was developed to ensure comprehensive coverage of topics related to
DCs for AIDA adoption while allowing for flexibility in exploring emergent themes. The

guide was structured around the three core components of DCs as conceptualised by Teece
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(2007): sensing opportunities and threats, seizing opportunities through strategic decisions

and investments, and reconfiguring organisational assets and structures.

The interview protocol was further informed by the practice-based perspectives explored in
Chapter 3, with questions designed to elicit information about both strategic decisions and
everyday practices related to AIDA adoption. This dual focus allowed for exploration of
both what capabilities firms are developing and how these capabilities manifest in concrete

organisational activities.
Specific topics covered in the interviews included:

e Background and Context: Participants’ experience in the accounting profession,
current role, and involvement with digital transformation initiatives. This provided
context for understanding their perspectives and ensuring they possessed relevant

expertise to address the research questions.

e Digital Strategy and Vision: Firms’ overall approach to digital transformation,
vision for technology integration, and strategic objectives for AIDA adoption. These
questions explored how firms sense opportunities and articulated the value

proposition of AIDA technologies.

e Technology Selection and Implementation: Specific AIDA technologies adopted,
criteria for technology selection, and approaches to implementation. These questions
examined how firms seize opportunities through resource allocation and project

execution.

¢ Organisational Changes: Adjustments to organisational structures, processes, and
practices to accommodate AIDA technologies. These questions addressed how firms

transform their organisations to integrate AIDA technologies effectively.

e Challenges and Enablers: Barriers encountered during AIDA adoption and
strategies for overcoming these barriers. These questions explored the contextual

factors influencing capability development.

e Outcomes and Impact: Effects of AIDA adoption on client service, operational
efficiency, and competitive positioning. These questions examined the consequences

of capability development.
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The interviews were conducted either in-person or via video conferencing (Microsoft Teams
or Zoom), depending on participant preference and availability. Each interview lasted
approximately 60 minutes and was recorded with participant consent. The recordings were

subsequently transcribed verbatim to facilitate detailed analysis.

Prior to each interview, participants were provided with information about the research
purpose and process and were asked to review and sign consent forms. Participants were
reminded that their participation was voluntary and that they could withdraw at any time

without providing reasons.

The interviews were conducted between mid-April 2023 and mid-March 2024. Theoretical
saturation was reached after 24 interviews, where no significant new themes or insights were

emerging from additional data collection (Guest et al., 2006).
6.5.3 Secondary Data Considerations

This research relied exclusively on data from semi-structured interviews without

incorporating secondary data. This approach was deliberately chosen for several reasons:

Firstly, the research questions focused specifically on how accounting firms develop DCs
for AIDA adoption through internal processes and practices. These phenomena are primarily
experiential and interpretive in nature, making first-hand accounts from key decision-makers
and practitioners the most valuable and relevant data source. Secondary documents often
present polished, public-facing narratives that may not reveal the complex, messy realities

of capability development processes.

Secondly, access to internal firm documentation presented significant challenges. The
sensitive and proprietary nature of digital transformation strategies, particularly those
involving advanced technologies like Al, meant that accounting firms were hesitant to share
internal strategic documents, implementation plans, or evaluation reports. Even when firms
were willing to participate in interviews, they generally maintained strict confidentiality

regarding written strategic documentation.

Thirdly, the methodological approach of this study emphasised depth rather than breadth of

understanding. By closely analysing detailed interview data from 24 participants across 11

firms, the research uncovered meaningful insights into the personal experiences and

interpretations of those directly involved in AIDA implementation. This approach aligns

with the interpretivist epistemology that underpins the study, recognising that knowledge
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about DCs is socially constructed through organisational actors’ interpretations and

experiences.

While the reliance on interview data might be considered a constraint, it is important to note
that the depth and richness of the primary interview data provided sufficient basis for a
comprehensive analysis of the research questions. The semi-structured interviews yielded
detailed narratives about capability development processes, strategic decision-making,
implementation challenges, and organisational transformations that would not have been
accessible through document analysis alone. The absence of secondary data triangulation
was addressed through alternative quality assurance measures. This includes theoretical
triangulation through the integrated framework detailed in Section 5.5 and presented in
Figure 5-1, systematic cross-case comparison using the matrix approach outlined by Miles
and Huberman (1994) as described in Section 6.6.1, and continuous validation through the
iterative analytical process that matches up with Edmondson and McManus’s (2007)

conceptualisation of field research in Figure 6-1.

For future research, a more extensive incorporation of secondary data could provide
additional context and verification, particularly for studies seeking to examine the
relationship between formal strategies and actual implementation experiences. However, for
this study’s specific focus on the experiential and interpretive dimensions of capability
development, the emphasis on interview data was methodologically appropriate and

sufficiently robust.

6.6 Data Analysis

6.6.1 Analytical Process

The analytical process consists of interrelated steps in which multiple theoretical lenses are
used to examine the data from multiple levels. This process was guided by the qualitative
analysis framework outlined by Miles and Huberman (1994), which emphasises three main
components: data reduction, data display, and drawing conclusions. Their approach is
systematic and flexible such that it can be applied as a means to manage the complexities of
the qualitative data gathered from the interviews. This ensures that there is clarity in the
analysis while retaining the richness of the empirical data. Each analytical phase was guided
by this framework, beginning with familiarisation and initial coding through to cross-case
comparison analysis, data display, and theme development, thereby providing a clear

progression from raw data to theoretically-informed insight.

121



1. Data Familiarisation

The analysis began with immersion in the data through careful reading of interview
transcripts and review of field notes. This process of familiarisation was essential for

developing a holistic understanding of each case before proceeding to more detailed analysis.

During this stage, initial reflections and observations were documented in analytical memos,
capturing preliminary insights about patterns, themes, and potential connections across cases.
These memos served as a bridge between data collection and more structured analysis,

informing subsequent coding and matrix development.

The familiarisation process primarily focused exclusively on interview data. This approach
ensured that the analysis remained grounded in the lived experiences and interpretations of
the participants, consistent with the study’s interpretivist epistemology. The holistic
approach to data familiarisation enabled the development of a comprehensive understanding
of each case and its context, focusing on the rich, detailed accounts provided by the research

participants.
2. Initial Coding

Following familiarisation, the transcripts were systematically coded to identify key concepts
and themes (Saldafia, 2021). The coding process was informed by the integrated theoretical

framework, with codes relating to the DCs framework, SAP, and TIP perspectives.

The initial coding process used a hybrid approach with both deductive codes derived from
the theoretical framework and inductive codes emerging from the data. This hybrid approach
ensured that the analysis was theoretically informed while remaining open to unexpected

insights and patterns in the data.
Examples of deductive codes included:
e Sensing capabilities (identifying and recognising technology opportunities)

e Seizing capabilities (strategic decision-making processes relating to implementing

AIDA)

e Transforming capabilities (organisational restructuring to integrate AIDA)

e Strategic practices (activities related to AIDA technology selection)
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e Technology enactment (how AIDA technologies are used in practice)
Examples of inductive codes that emerged from the data included:

e Client-driven adoption (adoption motivated by client expectations)

e Process-oriented adoption (adoption focused on internal efficiency)

e Centralised innovation teams (specialised teams driving digital initiatives)

e Cross-functional collaboration (interactions across organisational boundaries)

e Digital upskilling (training initiatives to develop digital competencies)

The initial coding process generated approximately 120 codes, which were subsequently
refined and organised into broader thematic categories aligned with the research questions.
This refinement process involved merging related codes, eliminating redundancies, and

creating hierarchical relationships among codes to facilitate more structured analysis.
3. Cross-Case Analysis at Firm-Level (RQ1 and RQ2)

Cross-case comparison was conducted using matrices as prescribed by Miles and Huberman
(1994) to address research questions 1 and 2. This analysis primarily employed the DCs

framework lens:

e For RQI, matrices were created to examine how firms sense and seize opportunities
for AIDA adoption, focusing on exploratory initiatives, organisational focus (client-
centric vs. process-oriented), and responsiveness levels. These matrices allowed for

systematic comparison of sensing and seizing capabilities across different firms.

e For RQ2, matrices were developed to compare how firms reconfigure their structures,
processes, and internal practices to integrate AIDA technologies. These matrices
focused on structural changes (e.g., innovation teams, coordination mechanisms),
process changes (e.g., system infrastructure, process automation), and internal

practice transformations (e.g., cross-functional collaboration, digital upskilling).

This firm-level analysis allowed for detailed comparison across the 11 accounting firms to
identify patterns and variations in capability development from a DCs framework

perspective. The matrices facilitated systematic comparison of how different firms approach
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AIDA adoption, highlighting similarities and differences in their capability development

processes.
4. Cross-Case Analysis at Firm Type Level (RQ3 and RQ4)

As analysis progressed, it became apparent that firms of the same type (Big 4s, Mid-tiers, or
Boutiques) demonstrated similar approaches to AIDA adoption. This led to aggregating the
analysis to the firm-type level for research questions 3 and 4, integrating multiple theoretical

perspectives:

e For RQ3, matrices were created to compare technology selection rationales across
firm types. This analysis integrated the DCs framework perspective on strategic
decision-making with the SAP focus on the practices and activities through which
firms evaluate and select technologies. This combination allowed examination of
both the strategic drivers behind technology choices and the concrete practices

through which these choices are made.

e For RQ4, matrices were developed to examine barriers and enablers for digital
transformation. This analysis combined all three theoretical perspectives: DCs
framework (organisational-level adaptation processes), SAP (strategic practices for
overcoming barriers), and TIP (how technologies become integrated into everyday
practices). The TIP perspective was particularly valuable for understanding how
technological and organisational factors interact in overcoming barriers or

cultivating enablers for effective AIDA adoption.

This firm-type level analysis revealed distinctive patterns in how Big 4s, Mid-tiers, and
Boutiques approach AIDA adoption, highlighting how firm size and market position
influence capability development processes. The matrix-based approach enabled systematic
comparison across firm types while maintaining connection to the rich, qualitative data from

individual firms.
5. Data Display

Findings are presented in five matrices that organise and compare data across accounting
firms, focusing on their adoption of AIDA technologies. These matrices are built around key
themes and variables from the research questions, such as identifying and seizing
opportunities for implementation, organisational reconfiguration, rationale for technology
selection, and barriers/enablers. This matrix-based analysis was particularly valuable for
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comparing how different types of accounting firms approached AIDA adoption through
multiple theoretical lenses. For example, while the DCs framework helped explain strategic-
level decisions, the SAP and TIP perspectives provided insights into the everyday practices

and technology enactments that shape how these strategic decisions are operationalised.

The matrices are presented in table format, summarising key variables like exploratory
initiatives, organisational focus, responsiveness, structural and process changes, and internal
practice transformations, enabling direct comparison of patterns and differences across firms
and firm-types. Specifically, Tables 7-1, 7-2, and 7-3 provide firm-level data, detailing
findings for individual firms (e.g., Firms A through L), while Tables 7-4 and 7-5 aggregate
data at the firm-type level (Big 4s, Mid-tiers, Boutiques), summarising trends across these
groups. The analysis is enriched by representative quotes from interviews, which illustrate
and validate each identified theme, ensuring the matrices facilitate both the analytical
process and presentation of findings while preserving the richness of the original data

through participant voices.
6. Theme Development

Based on the cross-case analyses at both firm and firm-type levels, themes were developed
that captured key patterns in how accounting firms develop capabilities for AIDA adoption.
These themes integrated insights from all three theoretical perspectives, providing a

comprehensive understanding of both strategic and practice-level dynamics.

The theme development process involved iterative movement between data, matrices, and
theoretical concepts, ensuring that emergent themes were both empirically grounded and
theoretically informed. This abductive approach (Dubois and Gadde, 2002) allowed for
refinement of theoretical understanding through engagement with empirical data, leading to

more insights about capability development processes.
Key themes that emerged from this process included:

e The role of organisational focus (client-centred vs. process-oriented) in shaping

AIDA adoption approaches

e The importance of structural changes (innovation teams, coordination mechanisms)

in facilitating AIDA integration
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e The transformation of internal practices through cross-functional collaboration,

digital upskilling, and role redefinition

e The influence of firm size and market position on technology selection rationales and

implementation approaches

e The distinctive barriers and enablers experienced by different firm types in their

digital transformation journeys

e These themes provide the foundation for the findings presented in Chapter 7, offering
a theoretically-informed yet empirically-grounded understanding of how accounting

firms develop capabilities for AIDA adoption.
6.6.2 Analytical Tools

The analysis was facilitated by the use of manual coding, a systematic approach that
supported the organisation, coding, and retrieval of data. The initial coding process generated
approximately 120 codes, which were subsequently refined and organised into broader

thematic categories aligned with the research questions.

For the data display stage of the analysis, and in order to facilitate cross-comparison between
firm types and categories, the coded data was summarised onto an Excel spreadsheet with
columns corresponding to the pre-determined categories with a row for each accounting firm.
Certain categories were sub-coded into characteristics. This approach allowed for a
systematic organisation of the data while maintaining the richness and context of participants’

responsces.

Smith and Hesse-Biber (1996) found that data analysis software used by qualitative
researchers was largely used for organisational purposes. Qualitative data analysis software
like NVivo was considered but eventually not used for the coding. While such software can
be helpful in manipulating segments of text efficiently and can add rigour to the analysis
process by permitting quick and accurate searches, such searching needs to be followed up
with manual scrutiny to thoroughly interrogate the data (Welsh, 2002), which the researcher
had already done through manual coding. Furthermore, such software does not have the
functionality to identify suitable coding categories or deduce underlying themes. Rather, it
requires the analyst’s expertise, which once again would be more easily done through

manual coding instead of using a software tool.
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The analytical process resulted in an in-depth understanding how accounting firms develop
capabilities for AIDA adoption, with findings organised according to the research questions
and reflecting the integrated theoretical framework developed in Chapter 5. For RQ1 and
RQ2, the analysis primarily employed the DCs framework lens to examine firm-level
approaches to sensing, seizing, and reconfiguring. For RQ3 and RQ4, the analysis integrated
all three theoretical perspectives to identify patterns at the firm-type level, highlighting how
Big 4s, Mid-tiers, and Boutiques differ in their strategic rationales for AIDA adoption and

their approaches to overcoming barriers and cultivating enablers.
6.6.3 Research Quality and Methodological Rigour

Several measures were taken to ensure that research quality was maintained through this
study, directly addressing the interpretivist epistemological position taken. Key to ensuring
quality was the use of multiple theoretical lenses (DCs, SAP, and TIP) that provided different
ways of examining the same capability development processes. This approach reduced

reliance on any single theoretical perspective while strengthening analytical robustness.

Data collection captured multiple perspectives across different firms, organisational levels,
and functional roles, enabling cross-validation of accounts across the sample. This approach
examined digital transformation initiatives from various viewpoints while maintaining focus
on firm-level practices and processes rather than individual experiences. The matrix-based
analysis facilitated a systematic yet rigorous comparison across cases, ensuring that patterns

emerged from evidence rather than the researcher’s assumptions.

The iterative analytical process described throughout this chapter enabled continuous
validation of the data collected, where emerging insights were tested against subsequent data
collection and analysis. This process involved ongoing refinement of codes and themes to
ensure that theoretical interpretations remained grounded in empirical evidence rather than
predetermined expectations. Combined with the multi-theoretical approach and systematic
cross-case comparison, these measures ensured research quality and validity were not
compromised despite relying exclusively on interview data, while remaining consistent with

the interpretivist foundations of this research.
6.7 Limitations

Whilst the sample of 24 interviews across 11 accounting firms is comprehensive for a

qualitative study, the findings cannot be extrapolated to the full population of accounting
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firms in Singapore or beyond. The sample used in this study may be unrepresentative of all
accounting firms because the sample is a self-selected group of relatively high-profile firms

who have indicated their willingness to participate in the research.

Data were coded and themes identified solely by the researcher because of the nature of a
doctoral study. However, the methodology and analysis, including the coding process, was
discussed with, and agreed by, the researcher’s supervisors. While future studies could
involve other people to act as independent checks on the coding and development of themes,
Yardley (2000) observes that, whilst it is possible for two people to code text in the same
way, “this does not exclude an element of subjectivity in the interpretation of the data” (p.

218).

This research relied exclusively on primary data from semi-structured interviews. Further
work on the areas of potential difference highlighted in the research could be subject to more
extensive sampling and potentially incorporate diverse data sources to provide additional

context and verification.
6.8 Summary of Research Methodology

This chapter has outlined the methodological approach employed to investigate how
accounting firms develop DCs for AIDA adoption. Building upon the foundation of the
literature reviewed in Chapters 2 to 4 and subsequently conceptualised in Chapter 5, this
research adopts an interpretivist epistemology and subjectivist ontology, employing a
qualitative multiple case study approach to explore AIDA capability development processes

across different types of accounting firms in Singapore.

The research philosophy reflects the understanding that capability development for AIDA
adoption is a socially constructed phenomenon, shaped by organisational actors’
interpretations and enacted through their everyday practices. This philosophical stance
aligns with the integrated theoretical framework that combines the DCs perspective with
practice-based approaches to examine both strategic and operational dimensions of

capability development.

Data was collected through semi-structured interviews with 24 senior professionals from 11
accounting firms, spanning Big 4, Mid-tiers, and Boutiques categories. All participants were
involved in digital transformation initiatives incorporating AIDA technologies, though their

level of involvement varied from strategic decision-making to practical implementation.
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This diversity of perspectives enriched the dataset, providing insights into how AIDA

adoption unfolds across different organisational levels.

The analysis combined detailed cross-case comparison using Miles and Huberman’s (1994)
matrix-based analytical techniques. As analysis progressed, similarities within firm
categories led to aggregation at the firm-type level, revealing distinctive patterns associated
with different categories of firms. The analytical approach integrated multiple theoretical
perspectives, with the DCs framework providing the primary lens for RQ1 and RQ2, while
the SAP and TIP perspectives complemented this framework for the analysis of RQ3 and
RQ4.

Research quality was ensured through several mechanisms despite the absence of secondary
data. The rigorous application of multiple theoretical perspectives (DCs framework, SAP,
and TIP) provided a form of theoretical triangulation, allowing the data to be examined from
different analytical angles. Member checking was employed, where preliminary
interpretations were shared with selected participants to validate and refine the researcher’s
understanding. Throughout the research process, peer debriefing sessions with academic
supervisors provided critical feedback that helped strengthen the analysis and challenged
potential biases in interpretation. Additionally, a detailed audit trail was maintained,
documenting all methodological decisions, coding processes, and analytical steps, enhancing
the transparency and dependability of the research. The focus on depth rather than breadth
in data collection, with interviews continuing until theoretical saturation was reached,
ensured rich, detailed accounts that compensated for the absence of secondary data
triangulation. Ethical considerations were addressed through informed consent,

confidentiality measures, and respect for participants’ autonomy and perspectives.

While acknowledging certain methodological limitations related to sample composition,
methodological approach, and the reliance on interview data without substantial secondary
data triangulation, the research design aims to generate rigorous, trustworthy insights into
this important phenomenon. The depth and richness of the primary data collected provided
a solid foundation for understanding the complex, contextual nature of capability

development for AIDA adoption.

The findings from this analysis, presented in Chapter 7°s Cross-Case Analysis, will
contribute to addressing the research aim and objectives established in Chapter 5, providing

a comprehensive understanding of how accounting firms of different sizes and market
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positions navigate the challenges and opportunities of digital transformation through the

development of capabilities for AIDA adoption.
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CHAPTER 7. CROSS-CASE ANALYSIS AND EMERGENT
FINDINGS

7.1 Introduction

This cross-case analysis chapter investigates how accounting firms adopt Artificial
Intelligence-driven Analytics (AIDA) technologies. These technologies are becoming
increasingly integral to the operations of accounting firms as they pursue digital

transformation.

This chapter examines the interview data using conceptually ordered displays in the form of
multiple matrices to compare key themes and cross-case findings (Miles and Huberman,
1994) across different firms. The cross-case analysis presented in this chapter focuses on
how the unique characteristic of each firm shapes their digital transformation journey
particularly when it comes to the implementation of AIDA technologies. The analysis
revolves around the four research questions and draws on both firm-level narratives and
aggregated data at firm-type level, highlighting the similarities and differences in the various

digital transformation journeys of accounting firms.

The chapter seeks to answer the research questions, beginning with how firms sense and
seize AIDA opportunities (RQ1) and progressing through to how they reconfigure their
structures, processes, and practices to facilitate AIDA adoption (RQ2), and the rationale
behind choosing specific AIDA technologies (RQ3). Finally, the chapter explores how
accounting firms overcome barriers and cultivate enablers to drive digital transformation

through the use of AIDA technologies (RQ4).

7.2 RQ1: How do accounting firms sense and seize opportunities for

adopting Artificial Intelligence-driven Analytics technologies?

This section details the cross-case findings on how accounting firms sense and seize
opportunities to adopt AIDA technologies. The following sub-sections break down the
analysis by focusing on two key themes: recognising AIDA opportunities (7.2.1), which
addresses how firms identify and assess technological opportunities, and implementing
AIDA for enhanced client services (7.2.2), which discusses how firms capitalise on the

identified AIDA opportunities to improve service delivery.
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7.2.1 Sensing AIDA Opportunities

This theme details how accounting firms anticipate market trends and identify the
appropriate AIDA technologies to enhance their operations so they can cater their services
to client demands. In addition to monitoring technological advancements, firms are also
proactively assessing Al’s potential to reshape both internal workflows and client service

delivery.

The data shows that accounting firms’ ability to recognise AIDA opportunities is shaped by
two closely linked elements: (i) their organisational focus and (ii) the exploratory initiatives
they engage in. Each firm’s organisational focus relates to their priorities when seeking to
adopt AIDA. Some firms have a strong client focus while others prioritise operational
impact. The organisational focus for each firm guides their exploratory initiatives, of which
there are four types involving: (1) profiling their clients’ readiness, (2) tracking
technological trends, (3) mapping their operational workflows, or (4) piloting technology
projects. The responsiveness level, which measures firms’ level of proactiveness in seeking
out opportunities to adopt AIDA, represents an indicator for how effective firms are in both
elements. Firms with a stronger alignment between their organisational focus and the four
types of exploratory initiatives are deemed as “Highly Proactive” in identifying AIDA

opportunities.
7.2.1.1. Organisational Focus: Client-Driven AIDA Adoption

Clients increasingly expect their accounting firms to use AIDA technologies to enhance
decision-making, optimise workflows, and provide predictive insights. These expectations
are compelling firms to adopt novel technologies to meet evolving demands. The pressure
to innovate has become a defining characteristic of the contemporary accounting services

marketplace.

At Landmark Co (Firm A), a Big 4 firm serving as an well-established reference point in the
accounting industry that balances their accounting expertise with measured technological
advancement, the pressure to integrate machine reading capabilities has been palpable.
Similarly, Keystone Co (Firm D), which positions itself as their client’s central support
through visualisation and analytics platforms, has observed a fundamental shift in client
expectations. This transformation reflects broader market trends toward technology-enabled

service delivery.
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A senior manager at Keystone Co articulates this evolution in client expectations:

“Clients now expect us to be attuned with these tools out there. Anything that’s new in the
market, they expect big firms to have some time to play around with these tools. Often,
these insights involve behavioural or operational patterns within their organisations that

they might not have recognised or understood in depth.” (#9-D-SeniorManager)

The transformation from service provider to technology pioneer represents a significant
evolution for accounting firms. In this new landscape, clients seek firms capable of
leveraging AIDA to uncover previously hidden patterns and generate actionable insights.
Such capabilities now constitute a critical component of perceived service value in the

accounting profession.

The competitive implications of technological alignment become evident in observations
from Reliable Co (Firm E), a mid-tier firm known for its dependable servicing ethos when
it comes to digital transformation. A partner notes the existential risk of technological
laggards in the marketplace, underscoring how technological competence is becoming a

defining factor in client retention:

“If we re not digitalising at the pace of the external environment, our clients may choose
other providers who are more aligned with current technological trends. It’s crucial for us

to stay relevant and updated to retain our clients.” (#16-E-Partner)

Six of the 11 firms (Landmark Co, Safeguard Co, Keystone Co, Reliable Co, Forward Co,
and Venture Co) demonstrate a Client-Centred organisational focus, structuring their
exploratory initiatives to anticipate client expectations and align service delivery accordingly.
The pressure to integrate AIDA technologies intensifies as firms recognise the risk of client
attrition to competitors offering superior Al-enabled solutions. This competitive dynamic
creates powerful incentives for firms to maintain technological currency in their service

offerings.

Landmark Co actively monitors client engagements to identify opportunities for Al-driven
automation, assessing data management capabilities and readiness for advanced analytics.
Venture Co (Firm L), an innovative boutique firm exploring emerging technologies through
experimental approaches balanced with practical business outcomes, similarly identifies
AIDA opportunities by evaluating client openness towards business transformation and
process automation. These proactive approaches enable firms to anticipate client needs

rather than merely responding to explicit demands.
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In increasingly complex financial markets, the convergence of client demands and regulatory
compliance creates additional impetus for AIDA adoption. This convergence presents both
challenges and opportunities for firms seeking to enhance their technological capabilities.
The dual-purpose nature of many AIDA technologies makes them particularly valuable in

addressing multiple strategic priorities simultaneously.

At Keystone Co, regulatory drivers significantly influence technology selection, as a senior

manager explains:

“Our work is largely driven by regulatory expectations, such as from the MAS. There has
been an increasing focus on technology risk and cyber hygiene, especially given the IT
incidents and operational issues arising in banks. Consequently, a lot of our regulatory

focus has shifted towards technology-based concerns.” (#9-D-SeniorManager)

Regulatory requirements now intertwine intimately with technology adoption decisions.
Financial authorities increasingly emphasise technology risk management, driving firms
toward AIDA solutions that simultaneously enhance efficiency and strengthen regulatory
compliance frameworks. This regulatory pressure creates additional momentum for

technological advancement in audit and advisory services.

The dual purpose of AIDA technologies in addressing regulatory requirements while

enhancing service delivery emerges clearly in further observations from Keystone Co:

“[...Jour adoption of advanced Al tools for specialised tasks like contract analysis. This
tool’s application is particularly crucial in adapting to various legal jurisdictions, offering
a tailored approach to contract management and compliance. The decision to invest in
these technologies aligns closely with our corporate strategy, aiming to enhance our

capabilities in serving clients more effectively [...] " (#10-D-SeniorManager)

Advanced tools for contract analysis exemplify how firms strategically deploy AIDA to
navigate regulatory complexity across jurisdictions while simultaneously elevating client
service effectiveness. This multidimensional value creation typifies successful AIDA
implementations in the accounting sector. The ability to address multiple strategic objectives

with single technological investments creates compelling business cases for adoption.

Foresight Co (Firm G), a mid-tier firm with a forward-looking approach to digital
transformation while carefully piloting new technologies before implementation,

demonstrates similar integration of regulatory considerations into service delivery:
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“We’re working on digital solutions and transformation projects, not just for client
services but also internally in areas like taxation and internal audit. We're also exploring

digital tool applications in compliance and regulatory practices.” (#18-G-Partner)

The dissolution of traditional boundaries between service delivery and regulatory
compliance represents a strategic shift, with AIDA technologies serving as the connective
tissue across firm functions. This integration enables more holistic approaches to both client
services and regulatory compliance. The synergies between these previously separate

domains create opportunities for enhanced efficiency and effectiveness.

Evolving regulatory standards create additional implementation challenges, as noted by a

partner at Reliable Co:

“Recently, with changes in auditing standards, especially regarding technology solutions,
there’s been a heightened emphasis on maintaining quality and documentation standards.
This has introduced a challenge: when adopting new technology tools, we must also

consider how their output will be reviewed.” (#15-E-Partner)

Technology adoption thus entails multi-dimensional complexity: firms must implement
tools and simultaneously ensure outputs meet documentation standards for thorough review
under evolving audit frameworks. This complexity requires sophisticated implementation
approaches that address both technological and regulatory dimensions. The intersection of
technological innovation and regulatory requirements creates a challenging but potentially

rewarding strategic landscape.

The transformation of client expectations reflects a profound shift from compliance-focused
services toward data-driven, forward-looking insights. This evolution redefines the
fundamental value proposition of accounting services in contemporary markets. The

implications for service design and delivery are far-reaching.

A senior manager at Trailblazer Co (Firm C), a pioneering Big 4 firm that is often first to
implement new technologies and were one of the early ones that integrated data analytics

and advanced digital tools into their accounting work, articulates this evolution:

“[...]clients are increasingly seeking insights beyond traditional audit compliance. To
address this, we 've developed tools targeting the financial statement close process,

utilising general ledger data. These tools offer operation effectiveness insights and
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facilitate systematic, visually clear presentations, leading to more meaningful and

insightful conversations with clients.” (#11-C-SeniorManager)

The trajectory from compliance verification to strategic insight generation represents a
fundamental reconceptualisation of client service value. By analysing general ledger data to
deliver operational effectiveness insights, firms transcend traditional compliance boundaries
to facilitate more substantive, strategically oriented client conversations. This evolution

fundamentally transforms the nature of client-auditor relationships.

Client expectations have undergone a paradigmatic shift, moving from compliance as a
baseline requirement toward demanding sophisticated, data-driven insights that empower
strategic business decisions. This transformation compels accounting firms to continually
refine their exploratory initiatives to align with evolving client demands. The evidence
suggests that client-centric firms fundamentally orient their AIDA adoption strategies

toward enhanced service delivery and value creation.
7.2.1.2. Organisational Focus: Process-Oriented AIDA adoption

Beyond client-centricity, a complementary organisational focus emerged from the research:
process-oriented AIDA adoption. Five firms (Trailblazer Co, Benchmark Co, Foresight Co,
Synergy Co, and Catalyst Co) demonstrate this orientation, pursuing AIDA technologies
primarily to enhance operational efficiency. While engaging in the same exploratory
initiatives as client-centric firms, their priorities centre on identifying technologies that
streamline workflows and optimise operations. This orientation reflects a strategic emphasis

on internal process enhancement as a pathway to improved service delivery.

Trailblazer Co exemplifies this approach through systematic process reviews, technological
trend tracking, and identification of suitable Al and machine learning integration points. The
firm’s evaluation encompasses standardisation of global platforms and cross-border
collaboration, alongside industry patterns in digital infrastructure development. This
comprehensive approach enables strategic alignment between technological capabilities and

operational requirements.
A senior manager describes their incremental technological evolution:

“Initially, our process was very manual, involving printing and reviewing with pen and
paper. We've transitioned to using PDF editors, enabling electronic amendments and

collaboration with (offshore) offices. This digital shift allows us to consider further
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automation, like using machine learning for analysing general ledgers to identify non-
deductible or taxable items. The key capability for digital readiness is leveraging
technology to streamline manual processes... The crux of successful digital transformation
lies in investing in new technologies to enhance efficiency and accuracy.” (#7-C-

SeniorManager)

The developmental sequence illustrates the progressive nature of digital transformation—
evolving from rudimentary digitisation (paper to PDF) toward sophisticated AIDA
implementations incorporating machine learning. The core value proposition emerges
clearly: streamlining manual processes while simultaneously enhancing efficiency and
accuracy. This progression demonstrates the evolutionary nature of technological adoption

in accounting services

Synergy Co (Firm H), a mid-tier firm that emphasises the synergistic potential of human-
technology collaboration, similarly tracks technology trends and pilots AIDA technologies
targeted at labour-intensive processes. Their strategic focus on operational efficiency drives
technology selection decisions. The firm’s approach balances technological innovation with

practical implementation considerations.

“In the past, auditing groups of companies involved manually consolidating accounts, trial
balances, and general ledgers in Excel. However, we started exploring RPA as a way to
automate these tasks, identifying it as a solution to streamline and improve the audit
process. This exploration was driven by the need to save time and reduce the labour-

intensive nature of these activities.” (#19-H-SeniorManager)

Process-oriented firms strategically target repetitive, labour-intensive tasks for automation.
By focusing on consolidation of accounts and trial balances—traditionally time-consuming
manual processes—firms significantly enhance efficiency while reducing professional staff
burden. This targeted approach delivers immediate operational benefits while creating

capacity for higher-value activities.

Both Trailblazer Co and Synergy Co seek AIDA technologies specifically to alleviate
workforce constraints by automating labour-intensive tasks. Through operational workflow
mapping, they identify efficiency bottlenecks amenable to technological intervention. Pilot
implementations allow evaluation of tool suitability before broader deployment, minimising

implementation risks while maximising adoption success.
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Beyond process automation, firms increasingly recognise AIDA’s potential to transform
audit processes through advanced analytics, enabling granular examination of data for
previously unreachable insights. This analytical capability enhancement represents a
qualitative rather than merely quantitative improvement in audit processes. The ability to
uncover patterns and anomalies within comprehensive datasets fundamentally transforms

the nature of audit evidence and findings.

The managing partner of Benchmark Co (Firm F), a mid-tier firm known for establishing
clear standards for digital processes in accounting while maintaining a personalised service

approach, articulates this analytical transformation:

“It’s now integral, enabling us to perform deeper, more detailed analyses, such as
examining sales data on a daily rather than monthly basis. This has significantly enhanced
our auditing capabilities, allowing us to identify anomalies we couldn’t before. For
instance, we can now perform analysis on a year’s worth of data, looking at daily

Sfluctuations to gain insights we previously couldn’t, thanks to Al and data analytics.’

(#17-F-ManagingPartner)

AIDA technologies fundamentally transform analytical depth and granularity. The shift from
monthly to daily sales data analysis represents a paradigmatic change in audit capabilities,
enabling pattern and anomaly identification previously invisible at aggregated levels. This
enhanced analytical capability provides both efficiency benefits and quality improvements

in audit processes.

The evidence suggests AIDA adoption follows a progressive trajectory, beginning with basic
process improvements before advancing toward sophisticated analytics. What commenced
as initiatives to reduce manual processing evolved into broader opportunities for accounting
professionals to analyse extensive datasets, detect anomalies with unprecedented precision,
and enhance evaluation accuracy and depth. This progression reflects the expanding

possibilities of AIDA technologies as firms gain implementation experience and confidence.

Process-oriented firms, while focused on operational efficiency, simultaneously assess client
technology readiness. This assessment enables deeper understanding of client needs and
informs capability development to enhance client value. The complementary relationship
between internal process optimisation and external service enhancement creates mutually

reinforcing benefits.
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The relationship between process improvement and service enhancement emerges clearly in
the approach taken by Catalyst Co, a boutique firm that accelerates transformational change

in financial processes through Al implementation, as articulated by the managing partner:

“Recently, we’ve finalised our approach, which is still an ongoing process. The
transformation includes leveraging technology to enhance our financial controller
capabilities and everything under that role, like accounting operations, bookkeeping,
accruals, management report preparation, and setting up controls.... We 're exploring
advancements in AI and machine learning to enhance our services. The goal is to stay
ahead of industry trends and ensure that our team is equipped with the latest skills and
tools. We also plan to deepen our focus on client-centric services, leveraging technology to

provide more tailored and efficient solutions.” (#21-J-ManagingPartner)

Process improvements and service enhancements function as complementary dimensions
rather than competing priorities. By enhancing internal processes through AIDA
technologies, firms simultaneously transform service offerings, delivering increasingly
tailored, efficient client solutions. This synergistic relationship maximises return on

technological investments while enhancing competitive positioning.

The emphasis on operational efficiency through AIDA adoption reveals consistent patterns
of technology deployment to simplify processes, automate routine tasks, and boost
productivity. Exploratory initiatives demonstrate ongoing commitment to workflow and
operational improvement. Process-focused AIDA opportunity identification yields dual
benefits: enhanced operational efficiency alongside improved client service quality and

value.

The above insights are presented in a tabular form in Table 7-1 to summarise the cross-case
findings on the exploratory initiatives, organisational focus, and responsiveness levels of the

11 firms and how they go about recognising AIDA opportunities.
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Table 7-1: Cross-case findings on sensing AIDA opportunities

Exploratory Initiatives

Client Readiness | Tech Trends
Firm Organisational Focus ‘Workflow Mapping Technology Piloting Responsiveness Level
Profiling Tracking

Landmark Co

Client-Centred v v v v Highly Proactive
(Firm A)
Safeguard Co

Client-Centred v v v v Moderately Proactive
(Firm B)
Trailblazer Co

Process-Oriented v v v v Highly Proactive
(Firm C)
Keystone Co . .

Client-Centred v v v v Moderately Proactive
(Firm D)
Reliable Co

Client-Centred v v v v Highly Proactive
(Firm E)
Benchmark Co

Process-Oriented v v v v Highly Proactive
(Firm F)
Foresight Co

Process-Oriented v v v Highly Proactive
(Firm G)
Synergy Co

Process-Oriented v v v Highly Proactive
(Firm H)
Catalyst Co

Process-Oriented v v v v Highly Proactive
(Firm J)
Forward Co

Client-Centred v v v Moderately Proactive
(Firm K)
Venture Co

Client-Centred v v v Highly Proactive
(Firm L)
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7.2.1.3 Responsiveness Level: Proactiveness in Exploring Opportunities to Adopt AIDA

The findings reveal varying responsiveness levels in recognising AIDA opportunities among
the 11 accounting firms. While some firms categorised as “Highly Proactive” engage in all
four types of exploratory initiatives, others take a more targeted approach depending on their
organisational focus and may not be involved in some. Similarly, “Moderately Proactive”
firms may also be active across all four initiatives but may be more measured when
incorporating their findings with their decision on whether to move ahead with the adoption

of specific AIDA technologies.

This distinction in responsiveness levels reflects how firms balance their organisational
focus with their exploratory initiatives. “Highly Proactive” firms tend to have a greater sense
of urgency when identifying AIDA opportunities and demonstrate more flexibility, whereas
“Moderately Proactive” firms are often more deliberative when exploring AIDA
opportunities. The varying levels of responsiveness levels serve as a precursor to
understanding how accounting firms transition from recognising AIDA opportunities to

actively implementing AIDA to improve how they service their clients.

Having examined how firms recognise opportunities to adopt AIDA technologies, the
analysis now turns to explore how these firms implement these technologies to enhance the
services they provide to clients. This transition from identifying opportunities to practical
implementation represents a crucial step in firms’ digital transformation journeys, revealing

how their strategic priorities shape their technological choices.
7.2.2. Seizing AIDA Opportunities for Enhanced Client Services

Once accounting firms recognise the transformative potential of Al, the next critical step is
to act on the identified AIDA opportunities by implementing the appropriate AIDA tools to
improve client services. This requires strategically aligning AIDA adoption with clients’
needs and regulatory compliance requirements while also considering how it helps make
operations more efficient. The findings suggest that adoption is guided by three interrelated
factors: (i) firms’ execution priorities, (i) the specific use cases of AIDA, and (iii) the scope
of implementation within the firm. The extent of resources dedicated to facilitating AIDA’s
implementation, whether minimal, moderate, or significant, further impacts the scale and

effectiveness of its adoption.
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The use cases, scope of integration, and resource allocation level for each firm are motivated
by priority areas that can be categorised into: Client-Focused Enhancements, Operational
Efficiency, and Compliance and Risk Management. These areas are indicative of what firms
prioritise when implementing AIDA technologies. They serve as the foundation for
accounting firms’ strategic decisions, allowing them to add value to the services they provide

to their clients.
7.2.2.1. Priority Area: Client-Focused Enhancements

Al has fundamentally reshaped how firms engage with their clients, especially in the
provision of personalised services. Firms implementing AIDA technologies with a focus on
Client-Focused Enhancements are actively using these tools to transform their service

offerings.

A partner from Trailblazer Co highlights the critical role that data analytics processes play
in uncovering findings that were previously unattainable either due to a lack of data or the

absence of tools capable of digging deep into the data:

“Data analytics has become a vital part of our process. It allows us to perform in-depth
relationship and process mapping, providing valuable insights to our clients that were
previously not as accessible. These analytics are crucial in highlighting deficiencies or

’

areas for improvement in controls, thereby adding value to our audit services.’

(#3-C-Partner)

Using AIDA technologies enables firms to deliver deeper insights by mapping relationships
and processes that would be difficult to identify manually. The integration of these
technologies into audit processes transforms the firms’ value proposition, moving beyond
compliance and verification to proactive identification of control deficiencies and
improvement opportunities. Such capability enhancement represents a shift in how
accounting firms conceptualise and deliver value to clients in an increasingly complex

business environment.

Another partner from Trailblazer Co offered an additional perspective on their technology
implementation which faced resistance at first but secured buy-in after clients saw its

measurable impact:

“The journey towards integrating digital tools into our workflow has been largely positive.

There was initial resistance, particularly from more seasoned staff, due to apprehensions
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about new technologies. However, as the tangible benefits of these tools became evident,
we noticed a significant shift in attitudes. Our clients now not only expect but also value
the enhanced insights provided by our data analytics capabilities. This shift has been

instrumental in elevating the perceived value of our services.”

(#5-C-Partner)

The evolution in client perceptions regarding AIDA technologies has been transformative
across the professional services landscape. Despite initial resistance, both staff and clients
came to appreciate the value these tools provide, ultimately elevating the perceived value of
the firm’s services from simple compliance to meaningful business insights. This change in
client expectations has also changed the accounting profession’s value proposition as service

providers.

Similarly, the managing partner of Catalyst Co highlighted how AIDA tools like Power BI
(when integrated with Azure Al) enhance accuracy and efficiency compared to traditional

manual methods, ultimately improving the quality of service provided to clients:

“Using data analytics tools like Power Bl has increased the accuracy, efficiency, and
quality of our work. Before, we manually reviewed vouchers, now, analytics automate this
process, enhancing efficiency in accounting. We are expanding our use of data analytics,

although it requires adapting to different skill sets among our staff.”

(#21-J-ManagingPartner)

AIDA implementation necessitates workforce adaptation alongside technology adoption.
Professionals must develop new skills so they can use these technologies effectively. The
automation of previously manual processes not only improves accuracy and efficiency but
fundamentally alters the nature of professional work, creating opportunities for accounting

professionals to engage in more strategic, value-adding activities.

Power BI is also known for its visualisation capabilities and firms can use it to deliver
dynamic, real-time insights to clients. A senior manager from Synergy Co emphasised on
the role of AIDA dashboards in organising and presenting data effectively, to support

decision-making and risk identification:

“Power Bl is another tool that proved very useful, especially for auditors. It’s beneficial
for creating dashboards and reports for audit committees, allowing for better visualisation

of information. The adoption of Power Bl was smoother, possibly because it’s a Microsoft
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tool and people were already familiar with Microsoft’s interface... The general approach

)

was to clean and organise data... and then present it through Power Bl dashboards.’

(#19-H-SeniorManager)

Visualisation tools transform complex raw data into accessible information that clients can
better understand, thereby enhancing decision-making capabilities. Using intuitive visual
dashboards to present complex financial information, accounting firms significantly improve
their ability to communicate meaningful insights to stakeholders with varying levels of
financial expertise. This enhances client service delivery in a way that complements the

analytical depth provided by AIDA technologies.

By combining multiple AIDA use cases of advanced analytics and data visualisation, these
firms prioritise the offering of services that are finely tuned to their clients’ unique contexts
and needs. At the same time, with AIDA technologies enabling them to work better with
complex datasets, firms can not only provide solutions to clients’ current challenges but also
anticipate future needs. Prioritising clients in their AIDA implementation efforts is also
indicative of the commitment these firms have towards the provision of personalised services
that are keeping up with the constantly evolving business environments which their clients

operate in.

While some firms prioritise Compliance and Risk Management in their AIDA
implementation efforts, this does not preclude them from enhancing the personalisation of
their client services. In fact, the adoption of AIDA technologies could sometimes give firms
a head-start when they need to advise clients in the face of regulatory changes. In such cases,
firms have the opportunities to deliver more customised solutions that address their clients’
needs. A partner from Landmark Co sees the global minimum tax rule as an opportunity for

them to provide technology-based solutions to serve their clients:

“...one of the big changes that is upcoming is the global minimum tax rule... We see a gap
in the market in terms of being able to have something customised to assist clients with
their compliance efforts in the future, once the new rules are established... Strategically,
we see that due to certain changes in tax rules or changes in the business environment that
our clients operate in, there’s more and more reliance or need for certain technology or

’

software-based solutions.’

(#1-A-Partner)
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Strategic anticipation of regulatory changes creates valuable opportunities for developing
technology-based client solutions that address emerging compliance challenges. By
developing customised tools to help clients comply with complex regulations such as the
global minimum tax rule, firms position themselves to address market gaps while providing
valuable services to help clients better handle regulatory changes. This forward-looking
approach to service development demonstrates how regulatory challenges can be

transformed into strategic opportunities through the adoption of AIDA technologies.

In essence, Landmark Co’s investment into AIDA solutions serves a dual purpose of
regulatory standards compliance while also delivering customised services to meet their
clients’ needs. By using AIDA technologies to address changes in regulations, Landmark Co
ensures that their clients’ remain compliant with new standards while remaining adaptable
to their clients’ changing circumstances. In this way, their prioritising of Compliance and
Risk Management effectively ties in with being partners that add-value through better

provision of services to clients.
7.2.2.2. Priority Area: Operational Efficiency

AIDA technologies with automation functionalities have also considerably changed the way
that accounting firms operate. With Al-driven automation deployed across various
operations, some of the manual work that accounting professionals are bogged down by can
be simplified or automated altogether. At the same time, automation also means that the

workforce can be strategically redeployed away from routine tasks to higher-value activities.

The power of automation to transform accounting workflows is evident in the experiences

shared by Venture Co’s managing partner, who describes their strategic focus:

“The focus has been on automating tasks that are repetitive and of relatively low value,
thus streamlining processes and enhancing efficiency... By implementing RPA, we can
eliminate the need for our staff to spend time on tedious data entry, freeing them up to

focus on more strategic and value-added activities.”

(#23-L-ManagingPartner)

The strategic targeting of repetitive, low-value tasks for automation reflects the priority that
technology implementation improves Operational Efficiency while concurrently allowing
for professional development. By eliminating tedious data entry and similar routine tasks,

firms not only improve process efficiency but also enhance the professional experience of
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their staff. This dual benefit of automation creates a virtuous cycle where operational
improvements support talent retention and development while enhancing client service

quality.

These sentiments are echoed by a senior manager from the same firm with a special mention

of the time-saving benefits that automation brings:

“One of the most significant advantages is the tremendous time savings that can be
realised by automating manual data entry and streamlining cumbersome processes.
Automating data entry and leveraging technologies like OCR and ML can drastically
reduce the time spent on these repetitive tasks, freeing up staff to focus on higher-value

activities such as analysis, advisory, and client relationship management.”

(#24-L-SeniorManager)

The combination of multiple technologies such as OCR and ML creates powerful automation
solutions that helps to deal with different aspects of data processing. The significant time
savings achieved through these AIDA implementations allow for strategic reallocation of
professional resources toward analysis, advisory, and customer relationship management.
The shift from data processing to insight generation and advisory services helps with the

provision of greater value to clients through improved service delivery.

The appeal of automation is not limited to firms prioritising operational efficiency.
Streamlining processes through automation feeds back into other execution priority areas
like client-focused enhancements as well as compliance and risk management. This

sentiment is captured well by a partner from Trailblazer Co:

“Automation stands out as another significant benefit. Tools like data sniper have
simplified tasks that previously required extensive manual effort, such as searching
through large documents. This automation is more accurate and time-efficient than manual

methods.”

(#3-C-Partner)

Automation brings with it multiple benefits including improved accuracy, time efficiency,
and reduction of tedious manual effort. Particularly for tasks like searching through large
documents for specific information, AIDA technologies simplify such tasks by speeding up

the process while strengthening reliability. The reduction in human error combined with
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significant time savings further enhances the value that AIDA implementation brings to

various accounting service functions.

With a commitment to operational efficiency when adopting AIDA, Venture Co
demonstrates that using Al-enhanced automation tools boosts productivity and accuracy,
which then helps with their client service delivery. This is likewise seen in Safeguard Co, a
Big 4 firm known for focusing on data security and client confidentiality aspect of digital
transformation, where these tools are bundled together with customised practice
management systems to streamline document processing and also facilitate cross-functional

knowledge sharing. Integrated system approaches such as these
A senior manager from Safeguard Co, describes:

“One system enhanced recently is related to OCR, which is used for scanning and reading
documents. This was implemented to aid in knowledge sharing within the firm. We often
receive tax queries from IRAS (Singapore tax authority), sent by clients, often in a non-

selectable format. This OCR tool allows us to select text, anonymise client names, and
upload it onto a searchable platform. This helps us see trends in IRAS queries and reach

’

out to relevant teams with prior experience in similar matters.’

(#2-B-Director)

OCR implementation serves multiple organisational purposes beyond basic document
processing, including enhanced knowledge management and expertise sharing. By
converting previously inaccessible document content into searchable text, OCR enables
firms to identify patterns in clients’ inquiries and facilitate better cross-functional
collaboration. This enhanced knowledge-sharing improves both the consistency and quality

of client service while optimising the utilisation of firm-wide expertise.

Specific to audit processes, which are generally perceived as being time-consuming and
laborious for accounting firms and their clients, automation has prompted a change in the
right direction. AIDA technologies raise the efficiency and reliability of audit functions by
automating tasks such as data completeness checks, thereby reducing time spent on arduous
routines, ultimately improving audit quality. A partner from Foresight Co briefly explains

how their audit practices have been changed thanks to automation:
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“In auditing, we 've implemented a system for general testing, drastically improving data
completeness checks over traditional Excel methods. This automation ensures that data

’

analysis is more comprehensive and accurate.’

(#18-G-Partner)

The replacement of traditional Excel-based methods with automated systems enhances both
the comprehensiveness and accuracy of audit procedures. By ensuring complete data
analysis rather than relying on sampling techniques, automation improves the fundamental
reliability of the audit process. This improvement in both the quality and efficiency of audit
services demonstrates how operational enhancements through AIDA technologies directly

translate to improved client outcomes.

This shows that integrating automation into operational workflows allows for more thorough
and precise analysis by minimising error occurrence and providing higher-quality service to
their clients. This is a further reflection of the widespread adoption of Al-driven automation
among accounting firms being a show of desire to work more efficiently and accurately. The
transformation in operational workflows consequently enhances the accountant’s

professional judgement by providing more comprehensive and reliable data foundations.
7.2.2.3. Priority Area: Compliance and Risk Management

As accounting firms further their digital transformation efforts, their use of AIDA
technologies has increased. This has led to some firms (Landmark Co, Keystone Co, Reliable
Co, Benchmark Co, and Forward Co) focusing on Compliance and Risk Management as

their execution priority area for AIDA adoption.

The rigorous nature of audit work requires specialised software designed specifically for
domain-specific analytical and documentation requirements, as noted by the managing
partner of Forward Co, a boutique firm that actively encourages clients to move toward

future-ready financial practices:

“Our first investment was in advanced auditing software, improving efficiency and

precision. This ensures we meet compliance standards more effectively and minimises the

’

potential for human error.’

(#22-K-ManagingPartner)
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Through the integration of Al-driven automation and deployment ML models for data
analytics, firms are able to streamline workflows to align with changing compliance and
regulatory standards. Implementing AIDA technologies has led to a noticeable change in the
way routine tasks are handled. One of Reliable Co’s partners noted how tools facilitated

better compliance with regulations as well as the reduction of manual errors:

“Al and ML have been used to automate client accounting and payroll services, reducing
manual errors and ensuring compliance with complex financial regulations across diverse

industries.”

(#16-E-Partner)

AIDA technologies simultaneously address two critical needs of accounting firms across
their clients’ diverse industry contexts: error reduction and regulatory compliance
requirements. The automation of accounting and payroll services not only reduces the risk
of error but also ensures consistent compliance with complex financial regulations. This
affords accounting firms an advantage in service areas with strict compliance requirements,

where both accuracy and regulatory adherence are crucial.

These tools also help to minimise the need for human intervention in data-intensive
processes. This in turn allows firms to turn their attention to tasks of greater importance. A

senior manager from Keystone Co elaborates on this within their audit services:

“Predictive analysis and dashboards, supported by Al models, allow us to focus our audits
on higher-risk areas. These tools ensure compliance with auditing standards while

’

reducing the manual effort required to analyse extensive datasets.’

(#10-D-SeniorManager)

AIDA technologies enable a more strategic approach to audit services by shifting the
professional focus toward high-risk areas that require in-depth investigation and expert
judgment. By moving away from traditional audit processes requiring comprehensive testing
to a risk-based investigation model, AIDA technologies enhance both the efficiency and
effectiveness of the audit and assurance process. This approach allows auditors to uphold

auditing standards while also improving the focus and precision of their audit procedures.

Using AIDA technologies now has a big influence on firms identifying high-risk areas to
investigate while concurrently supporting compliance. Through applying advanced analytics

to datasets, these tools help accounting professionals identify anomalies and risks to improve
149



decision-making for themselves and their clients. The gradual replacement of sample-based
testing with comprehensive data analytics processes is changing how risk identification is

done in accounting and audit services.

For Benchmark Co, they use data visualisation tools coupled with AIDA to work with their

clients’ complex datasets to find actionable insights, as described by their managing partner:

“Using Power BI, we were able to provide valuable visualisations for our client,
showcasing areas with outstanding charges. This not only facilitated their collection

’

efforts but also highlighted areas of financial risk, creating a demand for these insights.’

(#17-F-ManagingPartner)

Visualisation tools transform raw financial data into actionable insights that deliver multiple
simultaneous benefits to clients. By showcasing areas with outstanding charges, firms help
clients improve collection efforts while identifying areas of financial risk that may require
management attention. The ability to generate these multi-dimensional insights creates
natural market demand for analytics-driven services, as clients recognise their concrete

business value beyond traditional compliance reporting.

Keystone Co’s senior manager also points out that ML is now integrated into audit work to

enhance risk detection:

“We’ve begun exploring a new tool that studies journal postings from clients but
incorporates machine learning. Unlike the previous tool, where we specify criteria, this
one identifies atypical behaviours or journal entries that deviate from the norm across the

dataset.”

(#10-D-SeniorManager)

Going from rule-based to ML-based anomaly detection represents a significant change in
audit methodology. Rather than relying on predefined criteria that may miss novel patterns,
unusual journal entries are identified through ML algorithms that can do pattern analysis.
This enhances the effectiveness of fraud detection and risk assessment processes by

identifying anomalies that might evade traditional rule-based detection methods.

Another senior manager from Keystone Co details how tools allowed them to more
adequately reassess their risk focus areas because they can better address customer

complaints:
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“In one of our engagements, we utilised technological tools to analyse customer
complaints. These complaints are often extensive and unstructured, making them
challenging to process manually. However, by applying technology, we were able to
visualise key themes in the complaints, such as issues related to specific branches or
relationship managers. This capability to visualise and analyse data enabled us to reassess

our areas of risk focus more effectively.”

(#9-D-SeniorManager)

AIDA technologies extract meaningful insights from unstructured data sources that would
be impractical to analyse manually. By identifying patterns and themes in customer
complaints, firms can redirect their investigative focus toward the most significant risk areas
rather than following predetermined audit rules. Likewise, a partner from Reliable Co
revealed how they turn to data visualisation tools coupled with AIDA to further sharpen their

risk management approach:

“By adopting Power Bl for data visualisation and analytics, we've improved our ability to
identify high-risk areas, directly supporting compliance with auditing standards and

’

enhancing client value.’

(#20-E-Partner)

This highlights how visualisation tools serve multiple concurrent purposes in compliance
and risk management contexts. They help firms improve risk identification, enhance
compliance with auditing standards while simultaneously delivering greater value to clients
through more focused, risk-based approaches. The improvement across the multiple
dimensions of compliance, risk management, and client value provides compelling

justification for AIDA adoption in accounting services.

Another vital aspect of compliance is document management, where processes are
traditionally manual in nature. With the deployment of digital systems that have AIDA
technologies integrated within, tasks across different service functions can be completed
more efficiently. Benchmark Co’s managing partner mentions Data Snipper as a particularly

helpful tool to replace the manual vouching process:
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“Data Snipper assists us in vouching now that all documents are digital. It helps identify
matches or discrepancies among sets of documents, streamlining compliance checks and

improving audit accuracy.”

(#17-F-ManagingPartner)

Such tools are key to the centralising of documentation and communication, further easing

compliance work as described by Keystone Co’s senior manager:

“The centralised audit trail maintained by our tools ensures continuity, allowing new team

members to quickly get up to speed, which is crucial for compliance purposes.”

(#9-D-SeniorManager)

Document processing tools transform traditional vouching procedures by automatically
identifying matches and discrepancies between document sets, while simultaneously
enhancing knowledge transfer and continuity in compliance work. This automation
improves the efficiency of compliance processes and enhances accuracy of audit evidence,
with centralised documentation systems ensuring seamless transitions between team
members. The transition from manual to automated document comparison represents a big
change in the way documents are evaluated, as they address critical challenges in accounting

work where staff turnover or rotation can often disrupt audit engagements.

Evidence provided by Landmark Co, Keystone Co, Reliable Co, Benchmark Co, and
Forward Co demonstrates how Al-enabled automation and data analytics have enabled them
to meet their execution priority of strengthening Compliance and Risk Management. This
includes the use of data visualisation tools, document processing systems, and ML
algorithms for advanced analytics to cut down on errors that tend to arise from manual tasks.
In doing so, firms are in a better position to ensure complex regulatory standards are

complied with.
7.2.2.4. Integration of AIDA Use Cases and Resource Allocation

Besides the variation in execution priorities, accounting firms typically adopt AIDA for the
following four use cases: Advanced Analytics with ML, Data Visualisation, Automation, and
Document Processing. Al-driven automation tools like RPA help with streamlining
repetitive tasks by reducing human error and enhancing efficiency. OCR solutions provide
better document processing due to improved accuracy and speed in extracting large volumes

of text data. Al models can then carry out advanced analytics processes by using complex
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machine learning algorithms to analyse these large datasets, supporting firms with anomaly
detection and risk assessment tasks. Subsequently, the complex findings derived from the
analysis are translated into intuitive data visualisations, making it easier for decision makers

to interpret and then act upon.

The most widely adopted use case was advanced analytics with ML where nine out of eleven
firms implementing these to enhance their client servicing, improve their operations, and
support risk management. The second most common use case was to support data
visualisation, with eight firms actively using visualisation tools to present complex data in
easy-to-understand form for clients to act on. Automation was next in line with six firms
streamlining routine tasks to meet their execution priorities. While document processing was
seen in only three firms, other firms did not explicitly mention this as a use case as it is

commonly integrated into tools and systems rather than seen as a standalone.

The integration scope also has a pivotal role in how AIDA technologies are applied across
accounting firm operations. Firms with a Targeted Departmental Rollout would start
introducing AIDA within specific departments or functions. This builds upon the exploratory
activity of technology piloting, allowing firms to test out tool effectiveness and refine
processes in specific areas before expanding into others. Firm-Wide Integration is more
holistic, where implementation is done across multiple departments within the firm. This
requires a lot more commitment but could yield better efficiencies and alignment across
departments. Others take a more gradual approach with a phased rollout, where AIDA
technologies are deployed in stages but not specific to any department or function. The
staging provides flexibility for adjustments to be made between phases prior to broader

rollouts being carried out.

Firms’ level of commitment towards integrating AIDA technologies are observed in the
extent of their resource allocation, with the evidence showing that all firms exhibit either
significant or moderate investment and none demonstrating minimal investment, indicating
a strong dedication to adopting AIDA solutions. Significant investment is seen when firms
commit a high level of resources to promote AIDA adoption by allocating dedicated budgets
and personnel. In contrast, moderate investment is identified by firms being more cautious
with their approach, choosing to focus on more narrowly defined applications within specific

departments.

Looking across firms’ approaches, those following a targeted departmental rollout

(Landmark Co and Catalyst Co) focus their AIDA adoption within select business units to
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validate tool effectiveness and optimise implementation first before broadening its use.
Others choose phased rollouts (Safeguard Co, Keystone Co, Foresight Co, Forward Co, and
Venture Co) to allow for flexibility to when adjustments are required between
implementation phases instead of focusing on specific departments. In both of these partial
rollouts, firms maintain moderate investment levels, preferring to allocate resources to
facilitate a more steady-paced AIDA integration while balancing it with implementation
costs and risks. Meanwhile, those that go down the firm-wide integration route (Trailblazer
Co, Reliable Co, Benchmark Co, and Synergy Co) are typified by extensive deployment of
AIDA technologies while having significant resources invested to ensure that adoption is

carried out comprehensively.

The firms’ adoption of AIDA for different use cases, the extent of their integration, and how
much resources they are committing to the implementation ultimately tie back to the firms’
execution priority areas. Whether a firm’s execution priority is Client-Focused
Enhancements, Operational Efficiency, or Compliance and Risk Management, automation
provides the foundational support needed to achieve these objectives. By streamlining
processes and reducing manual effort, automation enables firms to allocate their resources
more effectively, ultimately enhancing the value they deliver to clients. Building on the
benefits from automation, firms can deploy Al models to carry out advanced analytics on

complex data to enhance the value of the services provided to their clients.

Analysis of the implementation approaches of the eleven firms reveals a clear pattern
regarding their use cases, integration scope, and resource allocation, all of which align with
their respective execution priorities. Table 7-2 summarises these cross-case findings,
providing a structured view of how each firm implements AIDA to enhance services for their

clients.
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Table 7-2: Cross-case findings on seizing AIDA opportunities for enhanced client services

AIDA Use Cases

Firm Priority Area (Seizing) Advanced Analytics | Automation Data Visualisation Document Processing | Integration Scope Resource Allocation Levels
with ML

Landmark Co

(Firm A) Compliance and Risk Management v v Targeted Departmental Rollout | Moderate Investment

Safeguard Co

(Firm B) Operational Efficiency v v v v Phased Rollout Moderate Investment

Trailblazer Co

(Firm C) Client-Focused Enhancements v v v v Firm-Wide Integration Significant Investment

Keystone Co

(Firm D) Compliance and Risk Management v v v Phased Rollout Moderate Investment

Reliable Co

(Firm E) Compliance and Risk Management v v v Firm-Wide Integration Significant Investment

Benchmark Co

(Firm F) Compliance and Risk Management v v Firm-Wide Integration Significant Investment

Foresight Co

(Firm G) Operational Efficiency v v Phased Rollout Moderate Investment

Synergy Co

(Firm H) Client-Focused Enhancements v v Firm-Wide Integration Significant Investment

Catalyst Co

(Firm J) Client-Focused Enhancements v Targeted Departmental Rollout | Significant Investment

Forward Co

(Firm K) Compliance and Risk Management v Phased Rollout Moderate Investment

Venture Co

(Firm L) Operational Efficiency v v Targeted Departmental Rollout | Moderate Investment
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Having examined how accounting firms sense and seize opportunities for AIDA adoption in
RQI, the analysis now shifts to explore how these firms reconfigure their organisational
structures, processes, and practices to effectively integrate these technologies. This
represents a critical dimension of digital transformation, revealing how firms adapt their

internal operations to fully leverage the potential of AIDA technologies.

7.3 RQ2: How do accounting firms reconfigure their structures,
processes, and practices to integrate Artificial Intelligence-driven

Analytics tools?

The cross-case findings presented in this section are centred on the organisational changes
that accounting firms undergo as they integrate AIDA as part of their digital transformation.
Similar to 7.2, the analysis uses the Miles and Huberman (1994) approach of data display
using a table to organise and present patterns. The analysis here highlights how accounting
firms are transforming as they reconfigure their organisational structures to support AIDA
initiatives and redesign operational processes to maximise efficiency. In doing so, they are
adapting internal practices to foster collaboration, upskill employees, and transition roles
towards higher-value strategic functions. These changes collectively enable firms to better
align their capabilities with the demands of a technology-driven business environment. The
following sub-sections examine these changes in detail by focusing on: structural changes
enabling AIDA integration (7.3.1), process changes driven by AIDA adoption (7.3.2), and

culminating in the reshaping of internal practices to foster AIDA integration (7.3.3).
7.3.1. Structural Changes

With the adoption of cognitive technologies, accounting firms have started to make structural
changes to simplify the integration process. From analysing the 11 firms, two key structural
changes emerged: the formation of innovation and digital teams and the emphasis on
coordination. These changes indicate that firms are intentional when it comes to aligning
their organisational structures to meet the demands of AIDA integration while balancing

their respective needs and priorities.
7.3.1.1. Innovation and Digital Teams

Often referred to as Centres of Excellence (CoE), these Innovation and Digital Teams tend

to be the ones piloting the use of AIDA technologies in their work first. Once they have
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made meaningful progress, they are then tasked to champion the efforts to scale the
integration. With this centralised approach, firms are more consistent in the way they adopt
technology as they can balance it out with tackling other operational challenges in various

service functions.

Benchmark Co has prioritised establishing specialised innovation teams to lead their digital

transformation efforts, as their managing partner explains:

“Our firm has prioritised three main areas. First, we've heavily invested in performance
dashboarding. This involves providing detailed analytics not only from a financial data

’

perspective but also incorporating operational data.’

(#17-F-ManagingPartner)

These specialised teams act as both technology explorers and implementation guides,

establishing the foundations for wider adoption. The managing partner further elaborates:

“We've established an innovation team within our organisation. This team plays a crucial
role in boosting confidence among our less tech-savvy staff and provides necessary

’

support in technology implementation.’

(#17-F-ManagingPartner)

Innovation teams serve to drive technological exploration while concurrently supporting
staff through the transition, building confidence and facilitating adoption throughout the firm.
The strategic positioning of these teams between technology providers or vendors and
operational staff creates a crucial and helpful bridge that supports effective knowledge
transfer and AIDA implementation. Foresight Co has taken a similar approach by bringing

in specialists with specific digital transformation expertise, as one partner shares:

“Recently, we’ve appointed a digital transformation expert to help both internally and in
assisting our clients to automate their processes, which is proving to be a valuable step

forward.”

(#18-G-Partner)

The partner further details their strategy of identifying project champions from within

existing teams:
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“We’ve also appointed project champions from our audit teams to understand IT tools’
functionality and potential workflow redesigns. These champions are audit managers

interested in process improvement.”

(#18-G-Partner)

A thoughtful approach to digital team formation combines external expertise with internal
champions who understand the firm’s existing operations. By selecting audit managers with
an interest in process improvement, firms ensure that technological innovations align with
practical operational needs and client service requirements. Combining external expertise
and internal domain knowledge creates a powerful synergy for effective digital

transformation.

Innovation and Digital Teams are unique in their commitment to spearheading and setting
in motion technology initiatives like using AIDA technologies. In the case of Benchmark Co
and Catalyst Co, these teams experiment with new tools in order to design digital solutions
that have a practical and positive impact to improving accounting work. Their specialised
focus allows for systematic testing of AIDA technologies in controlled environments before

wider deployment without neglecting the accounting domain aspect.

While the key structural change seen in Benchmark Co and Foresight Co involve dedicated
teams focused mainly on digital innovation, other firms (Landmark Co, Trailblazer Co,
Keystone Co, Reliable Co, and Catalyst Co) have adjusted their organisational structure to
combine /nnovation and Digital Teams with Coordination activities. These firms place an
even stronger emphasis on bridging the gap between accounting and technology so that
innovation matches up with the needs of accounting work. They highlight the importance of
having well-coordinated digital innovation teams to aid effective firm-wide and cross-

functional implementation of AIDA technologies.

Landmark Co emphasises the importance of staff with hybrid skill sets who can bridge the

worlds of accounting and technology:

“I think people with a unique combination of accounting and technology backgrounds are

quite helpful, because accounting and technology together were never a traditional

)

combination.’

(#1-A-Partner)
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The partner further elaborates on the communication challenges that arise without these

hybrid skills:

“When I deal with them, I'm talking tax, but the technology side is talking codes, flows,
and charts. We're not communicating effectively. So having someone with both
backgrounds can create a consistent level... they can tell me immediately what the other

side is trying to say in simple English.”

(#1-A-Partner)

The communication gap that exists between accounting professionals and technology
specialists represents a significant obstacle to effective digital transformation. By developing
teams with hybrid skills, firms train up “translators” who can bridge this gap, ensuring that
technological solutions truly address accounting needs and service requirements. These
“translators” prove critical as coordinators who help to overcome the terminological and

conceptual differences between accounting and technology domains.

Trailblazer Co has created a more distributed network of digital champions across

organisational levels:

“We established a network of ‘digital champions’ across various levels of the
organisation, from senior staff to managers and partners. These champions are tasked
with delivering training, promoting digital initiatives, and gathering feedback from their

’

peers.’

(#3-C-Partner)
The partner also highlights their commitment to ongoing technology education:

“We recognise the importance of keeping both new and existing staff updated with
technological advancements, we regularly conduct technology classes.”
(#3-C-Partner)

Such digital teams tend to be structured as networks rather than centralised units, with
champions embedded at various organisational levels to encourage adoption and continuous
learning. This creates multiple points of technology advocacy throughout the firm,

facilitating both top-down and peer-to-peer knowledge sharing while ensuring that practical

implementation challenges at different organisational levels are effectively addressed.
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Reliable Co has established a specialised team specifically focused on ensuring the

sustainability of digital initiatives:

“To address this, weve established a digitalisation consulting team. This team works on
both external and internal projects, facilitating interactions with vendors and ensuring the

sustainability of our digital initiatives.”

(#14-E-Partner)

Creating teams that focus not only on implementation but also on ensuring the long-term
sustainability of digital initiatives is a crucial part of successful transformation. By managing
ongoing vendor relationships and providing internal support to their colleagues, these
specialised teams ensure that digital investments deliver sustainable value rather than
becoming obsolete or underutilised over time. They long-term focus suggests that firms

acknowledge and recognise the ongoing nature of digital transformation.

These Innovation and Digital Teams prioritise the use of technology for operational benefits
like reducing costs (#10-D-SeniorManager, #12-D-Director), improving efficiency, and
meeting clients’ expectations (#9-D-SeniorManager). They also serve as digital champions
providing necessary support in technology implementation (#3-C-Partner, #5-C-Partner) and
internal digital consultants working on both internal and external projects to ensure
sustainability of digital initiatives (#14-E-Partner, #21-J-ManagingPartner). These dedicated
teams coordinate and align digital transformation efforts across various departments with a
view to long-term digital sustainability. As will be reflected in Table 7-3, later in this section,
such teams are usually made up of those with “a unique combination of accounting and
technology backgrounds” (#1-A-Partner). This sets Landmark Co, Trailblazer Co, Keystone
Co, Reliable Co, and Catalyst Co apart from the other firms which lean towards a more

singular focus in the structural changes that they make.
7.3.1.2 Coordination

As dual focus firms (Landmark Co, Trailblazer Co, Keystone Co, Reliable Co, and Catalyst
Co) have shown, coordination is crucial to how firms adopt Al as part of their digital
transformation. It promotes alignment across departments, sometimes even geographical
locations, ensuring consistency in the deployment of AIDA technologies and how they are
used. Coordination through integrated platforms enables better resource allocation and
knowledge sharing, creating operational synergies that would be impossible with siloed

systems. The implementation of unified technology platforms serves as a powerful
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coordination mechanism by creating a single source of truth that enhances enterprise-wide
visibility and facilitates more efficient resource allocation across service lines and client

engagements.

Synergy Co has implemented a multi-tiered approach to coordination that ensures

organisational alignment:

“The first initiative has been ensuring organisational buy-in across all levels... Second, we
adopted a phased approach to digital transformation, allowing us to effectively assess and

’

adapt using experiences from our international counterparts.’

(#19-H-SeniorManager)

A deliberate coordination strategy combines internal alignment with learning from
international offices, allowing for a more controlled and informed transformation process.
This multi-tiered approach addresses both the human and technological dimensions of
coordination. It is an acknowledgment that effective digital transformation requires both
organisational buy-in and structured implementation processes that incorporate lessons from

similar contexts.

The managing partner of Forward Co highlights that there also needs to be a careful,

measured approach to coordination:

“We start with small, manageable projects that do not have tight deadlines and ensure our
clients are digitally ready for these innovations. This approach allows us to pilot new

1

technologies with a lower risk of disruption.’

(#22-K-ManagingPartner)

Coordination extends beyond internal operations to include client readiness, with
implementation done in sequential phases to minimise disruption risks. Including the clients
as part of the coordination approach recognises that successful digital transformation must
consider the readiness and capabilities of external stakeholders. Selecting small, manageable
projects without tight deadlines is one way that firms can create optimal conditions for

learning and adaptation while minimising the potential for client disruption.

It is also important for robust processes to be established first before technology is

introduced, as alluded to by Venture Co’s managing partner:
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“We believe that establishing a solid foundation in terms of process efficiency and
effectiveness is essential before layering on technology. This ensures that when technology

’

is introduced, it acts as a complement to an already robust process.’

(#23-L-ManagingPartner)

It is implied here that a key coordination principle is ensuring that processes are optimised
before technologies are applied, rather than using technology to compensate for inefficient
processes. Such a process-first approach avoids the common pitfall of implementing
technology solutions for fundamentally flawed processes. This often results in automating

inefficiency rather than creating genuine operational improvements.

A director from Safeguard Co raises another issue of how siloed operations can impede

digital transformation:

“We found that siloed operations can impede progress. By encouraging and facilitating
interaction and cooperation among different divisions, we aim to foster a more integrated

approach to digital innovation.”

(#2-B-Director)

The negative impact of siloed operations hinders effective digital transformation,
highlighting the critical importance of cross-divisional collaboration. With closer interaction
and cooperation between divisions, firms create a conducive environment for better and
more effective integration of AIDA technologies. This emphasis on Coordination as a
structural change ensures that divisions align their efforts, facilitating smoother integration

of AIDA technologies throughout the firm.

For Synergy Co, Coordination is supported by their learning and development function, with
the necessary digital infrastructure in place and ready for staff, who are well-equipped and
trained to use it in their work (#19-H-SeniorManager). In Forward Co, this is seen through
their measured approach to technology adoption by first engaging in smaller projects so that
pace of implementation is more carefully managed (#22-K-ManagingPartner). This greatly

eases the pressure on its staff internally and also for their clients.

Coordination is also achieved through digital platforms that integrate internal processes with
clients’ workflows, as seen in Safeguard Co. This cuts down on redundancies that are the
result on teams working in silos (#13-B-Director). Internally, this also puts the various

service functions and the technology support teams on the same page where the technology
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tools work as intended (#2-B-Director). This is a similar approach taken by Venture Co as
they emphasise transparency and coordination in processes so that their clients all have a

consistent experience (#24-L-SeniorManager).
7.3.1.3. Structural Synergies for AIDA Integration

The two key structural changes made by accounting firms to promote firm-wide
implementation of AIDA technologies are seen in: (1) the formation of dedicated innovation
and digital teams to spearhead digital transformation initiatives and (2) the emphasis on
coordination to ensure consistency in adoption. These changes are indicative of firms
adapting their internal structures so that they can find a balance between use of AIDA

technologies with their work and the needs of their clients.

As will be presented in Table 7-3, majority of the firms set up innovation and digital teams
(Landmark Co, Trailblazer Co, Keystone Co, Reliable Co, Benchmark Co, Foresight Co,
and Catalyst Co) to focus on pilot testing the AIDA technologies internally first before
scaling them firm-wide. After testing out the new tools and deeming them suitable for use
throughout the firm, they then step up as digital champions providing support to the rest of
the firm on matters relating to effective use of AIDA technologies. Functioning effectively
as internal consultants, these teams develop technical capabilities and expertise that they can

share with colleagues who wish to explore the use of AIDA technologies in their work.

The other firms (Safeguard Co, Synergy Co, Forward Co, and Venture Co) prioritise
consistency in technology adoption. Coordination helps prevent fragmented implementation
of tools and in doing so, provides quality assurance to clients and internal staff. More
importantly, well-coordinated implementation cultivates standardisation in the way that

tools are used so that staff deploy them appropriately to get their desired outcomes.

Seeing the significance of both structural changes, it is no surprise that a select handful of
firms have integrated them together (Landmark Co, Trailblazer Co, Keystone Co, Reliable
Co, and Catalyst Co). These firms are unique in how they involve dedicated innovation and
digital teams in coordination initiatives. Such teams collaborate closely with others to keep

the focus of technology adoption on addressing accounting-specific needs.

The common thread running through both structural changes is the firms’ focus on their
clients’ needs, which serves as the motivation for these changes. Whether directly or

indirectly, firms have taken steps to align their digital transformation initiatives with their
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clients’ expectations. These initiatives are evidence that firms adopt AIDA technologies not

only to improve their operations internally but also to deliver better service to their clients.
7.3.2. Process Changes

Besides structural changes, accounting firms have also made changes to their operational
processes so that they can benefit from the efficiency that cognitive technologies bring.
Across the 11 firms, the process changes fall within three main categories: adjustments made
to system infrastructure, automation of manual processes, and implementation of data
analytics. These changes reflect firms’ efforts to fine-tune their operations, cut down on

errors, and reallocate resources to services where they are needed most.
7.3.2.1 System Infrastructure

Several firms (Landmark Co, Keystone Co, Benchmark Co, Foresight Co, and Forward Co)
prioritised upgrading their system infrastructure to support AIDA integration as part of their
digital transformation journey. These upgrades included the implementation of cloud-based
enterprise solutions, centralised databases for secure data management, and document

management systems.

Landmark Co highlights the evolution of their infrastructure from error-prone manual

systems to more accurate digital platforms:

“In the past, let’s say something as simple as a payroll. If you calculate manually using
Excel like 10 years ago, that method was good because it’s easy to understand, easy to

access, easy to type in and key in data, but it was always subject to a lot of inaccuracies.”

(#1-A-Partner)
The partner further elaborates on the risks associated with their previous systems:

“There could be human error in terms of accidentally deleting something, and who has
changed what. As a result, there were a lot of errors as well, and on top of that, they used
to keep a manual file, for example, to maintain a hard copy of invoicing, whereas now,
when we fast forward 10 to 15 years later, where everything is sort of online-based, it’s

’

much faster and more accurate.’

(#1-A-Partner)
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The integration of enterprise systems has revolutionised both internal operations and client
service capabilities. At Keystone Co, a senior manager highlights how unified platforms
enhance their business visibility, while the managing partner at Forward Co points to broader

benefits in service delivery:

“With everyone now on the same CRM and ERP platform, we have a much clearer view of
what’s happening across the business. We can more easily identify synergies, share

knowledge, and mobilise the right resources for each client engagement.”
(#10-D-SeniorManager)

“The digital transformation has made our client service more agile. We 've significantly
reduced hard copy wastage, emphasising storage space and the flexibility to work from

’

anywhere, across different time zones.’

(#22-K-ManagingPartner)

Infrastructure upgrades deliver benefits beyond simple efficiency improvements. It brings
positive changes to operational workflows by enabling better resource allocation, improved
knowledge sharing, and enhanced coordination across the firm. Such changes lead to the
reshaping of the way accounting work is done, as noted by the managing partner of

Benchmark Co and a partner from Foresight Co:

“Recently, we updated our practice management system, enhancing data extraction for
better analysis. We 've introduced various applications for training, desk booking, and

)

administrative tasks, streamlining our processes.’
(#17-F-ManagingPartner)

“We’ve been experiencing a significant shift in our strategy over the past 10 to 15 years.
Originally, auditing involved a lot of physical verification, but now we 're adapting to

dynamic new business models.”

(#18-G-Partner)

These infrastructure upgrades have transformed accounting operations from error-prone
manual systems to more accurate, flexible digital platforms. The transition away from legacy
systems has built operational efficiency, improved scalability, and streamlined workflows
(#10-D-SeniorManager). Cloud-based solutions provide remote access and real-time

visibility of data, simplifying collaboration (#4-B-Partner) and enabling secure data handling
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during remote work conditions (#1-A-Partner, #22-K-ManagingPartner). This shift allows
firms to adapt flexibly to clients’ changing needs, providing value-added services such as
real-time data insights (#18-G-Partner). Centralised platforms consolidate data securely
while integrating workflows from various service functions (#17-F-ManagingPartner),
supporting both internal and client needs through improved computational accuracy,
efficient data processing, better traceability of key financial metrics (#1-A-Partner), and real-
time reporting capabilities (#4-B-Partner, #18-G-Partner). Additionally, document
management systems incorporating OCR technology simplify the handling of the large
volume of documents that accounting firms process, making it easier to search for details

within them (#17-F-ManagingPartner).

The infrastructure evolution from manual, error-prone systems to digital platforms has
brought with it improvements to both speed and accuracy in accounting operations. Previous
systems, while easier to use, were subject to numerous errors and needed redundant manual
record-keeping that led to additional operational inefficiencies and risks. Switching to
online-based systems changes how accounting information is processed, stored, and
accessed throughout the firm but is an important transition that supports AIDA initiatives.
This transition has brought on enhanced operational efficiency, improved scalability, and
streamlined workflows (#10-D-SeniorManager). Similarly, cloud-based solutions provide
remote access and real-time visibility of data, simplifying collaboration (#4-B-Partner) and
enabling secure data handling during remote work conditions (#1-A-Partner, #22-K-
ManagingPartner). As such, firms can more flexibly adapt to clients’ changing needs,
providing value-added services such as real-time data insights (#18-G-Partner). Centralised
platforms consolidate data securely while integrating workflows from various service
functions (#17-F-ManagingPartner), supporting both internal and client needs through
improved computational accuracy, efficient data processing, better traceability of key
financial metrics (#1-A-Partner), and real-time reporting capabilities (#4-B-Partner, #18-G-
Partner). Additionally, document management systems incorporating OCR technology
simplify the handling of the large volume of documents that accounting firms process,

making it easier to search for details within them (#17-F-ManagingPartner).
7.3.2.2 Process Automation

Among the process changes triggered by the adoption of AIDA, automation of routine tasks
stands out as one of the most prevalent tweaks that firms have made. In particular, seven out

of eleven firms (Landmark Co, Safeguard Co, Trailblazer Co, Reliable Co, Synergy Co,
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Catalyst Co, and Venture Co) alluded to process automation being a core element of their

digital transformation efforts, as will be presented in Table 7-3 later in this section.

Landmark Co describes the integration of OCR technology into their document processing
workflow, highlighting how human oversight remains an important part of the automated

process:

“Sometimes it’s OCR scanned, someone reviews it, someone approves it, and then there’s
a second approval before it’s recorded directly into the accounting system, because it’s all

SAP based and it helps with the kind of flow.”

(#1-A-Partner)

Safeguard Co shares their innovative approach to automating tax asset classification, moving

beyond manual methods to handle complex classification tasks at scale:

“Another tool comes to mind in terms of the assets that we do computations for. If a
company acquires fixed assets, you need to claim tax depreciation, but the rules differ from
asset to asset. Some companies acquire millions in assets, and this used to be done

manually.”

(#2-B-SeniorManager)

The senior manager further details their solution that combines OCR with intelligent

classification:

“We built a tool, I believe it’s called CA automation tool, which utilises OCR technology.
It reads the assets and classifies them. For example, if it reads ‘computer’ or ‘table’, it

’

categorises them into the correct group for tax depreciation — one year, three years, etc.’
(#2-B-SeniorManager)

The benefits of automation extend beyond efficiency to include enhanced accuracy and

quality improvements as was mentioned by a partner from Trailblazer Co (quoted earlier in

7.2.2.1). Catalyst Co experiences something similar with their managing partner explaining

how automation has transformed their work processes:
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“Digital transformation allows us to replace preparer roles with Al, leading to roles
focused on quality checking and decision-making. This shift means our staff engage in
meaningful work that demands a comprehensive understanding of various aspects of our

business.”

(#21-J-ManagingPartner)
This is similar to what was mentioned by

System integration through automation represents another key advancement, as noted by the
leadership at Venture Co, who highlight how RPA bridges technological gaps and enhances

operational reliability:

“We’ve leveraged RPA tools like UiPath to create a centralised system that bridges these
gaps. This approach has been instrumental in enabling seamless communication between

these different systems.”
(#23-L-ManagingPartner)

“By implementing RPA, we can automate routine tasks, which not only saves time but also

’

reduces the likelihood of errors, leading to more efficient and reliable operations.’

(#24-L-SeniorManager)

Firms are increasingly minimising dependency on manual processes, particularly those
prone to human errors, by introducing cognitive technology tools that improve work
accuracy, simplify operational workflows, and redirect resources towards higher-value tasks.
With automation handling arduous, time-consuming tasks, accounting professionals spend
less time sifting through transaction data, manually classifying documents, and searching for
relevant details (#1-A-Partner, #2-B-Director, #3-C-Partner, #21-J-ManagingPartner). RPA
tools further streamline processes by automating essential but time-consuming tasks such as
data entry, reconciliations, and report generation (#23-L-ManagingPartner, #24-L-
SeniorManager), thereby reducing errors, increasing efficiency, and redirecting resources to

higher-value client services (#5-C-Partner, #16-E-Partner, #24-L-SeniorManager).

These efficiency gains directly enhance client service by relieving firms of laborious
workloads, enabling them to take more proactive roles in client engagements and

transitioning from reactive service providers to strategic advisors. For instance, Synergy Co
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uses RPA to simplify financial statement consolidation across multiple entities, reducing
reporting turnaround times and ensuring clients receive timely, accurate insights (#19-H-
SeniorManager), while Catalyst Co leverages automation to provide more reliable and

consistent services, strengthening client partnerships.

The strategic targeting of repetitive, low-value tasks for automation reflects a sophisticated
approach to technology implementation that prioritises both operational efficiency and
professional development. By eliminating tedious data entry and similar routine tasks, firms
not only improve process efficiency but fundamentally enhance the professional experience
of their staff. This dual benefit of automation creates a virtuous cycle where operational
improvements support talent retention and development while enhancing client service

quality.
7.3.2.3 Implementation of Data Analytics Processes

With greater access to more data, accounting firms have either explicitly or implicitly
incorporated data analytics processes into their workflows. By using AIDA technologies,
firms are able to drill into the details of the raw data for findings and insights that will be of

value to their clients.

Safeguard Co describes how they’ve expanded their data analytics tools beyond internal

efficiency applications to become client-facing services that offer direct value:

“We invested in a tool called CA automation tool, which has been rolled out not just
internally but also as a service we can offer to clients. If they have a large volume of
assets, they can either integrate this module into their systems or use our platform to

’

classify assets themselves.’

(#2-B-SeniorManager)

The transformation of data analytics from an internal capability to a central value proposition
is evident in how a partner from Trailblazer Co positions analytics and describes evolving

client demand patterns:

“Data analytics has become a vital part of our process. It allows us to perform in-depth
relationship and process mapping, providing valuable insights to our clients that were

previously not as accessible.”
(#3-C-Partner)
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“The success of our digital transformation initiatives is primarily evident in how they re
adopted by both our staff and clients. A clear indicator of success is the increased demand

)

for digital tools and licenses within the firm.’

(#5-C-Partner)

Keystone Co’s evolution from rule-based to machine learning analytics illustrates the

progressive sophistication of firms’ analytical capabilities:

“We’ve been actively working with analytics, artificial intelligence, blockchain, cloud
computing, and the Internet of Things. [...]We now utilise a tool that aids in analysing
general ledger transactions and journal entries. This tool operates based on predetermined

1

criteria we set to identify unusual transactions.’

(#9-D-SeniorManager)

The senior manager also references a new tool that incorporates ML to help with reviewing

of journal entries:

“Recently, we’ve begun exploring a new tool that also studies journal postings from clients
but incorporates machine learning. Unlike the previous tool, where we specify the criteria
for what’s considered unusual, this new tool uses machine learning to identify atypical

posting behaviours or journal entries that deviate from the norm across the dataset.”
(#9-D-SeniorManager)

Analytics capabilities are fundamentally transforming client relationships, as highlighted by

a senior manager at Venture Co who note the shift from service provider to strategic partner:

“We’ve moved beyond just providing a service, we re now able to be true strategic
partners, helping clients navigate the digital landscape and transform their own

businesses.”

(#24-L-SeniorManager)

Venture’s senior manager also mentions Power Query! as a tool that helps them serve their

clients better.

! Although in itself just a data transformation and data preparation tool, Power Query can be integrated with
Al features and would therefore still be considered an AIDA technology based on the definition of AIDA
used in this research.
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“Power Query has been a game-changer for us, enabling us to quickly and easily extract,
transform, and combine data from various sources, such as Excel spreadsheets, databases,
and web APIs. This has greatly enhanced our ability to provide insights and analysis to

our clients.”

(#24-L-SeniorManager)

While most firms have integrated data analytics with other work processes, Safeguard Co,
Trailblazer Co, Keystone Co, and Venture Co are more explicit about its central role in their
digital transformation. Through AIDA technologies, accounting firms can expand client
engagements beyond traditional sampling approaches to more comprehensive, data-driven
methodologies. During audit engagements, these technologies allow them to pre-emptively

detect risk and inefficiency through analysis of entire datasets rather than samples.

In Keystone Co, ML identifies outliers and irregularities without predefined criteria (#9-D-
SeniorManager), while Safeguard Co and Trailblazer Co use AIDA to support early risk
identification (#4-B-Partner, #5-C-Partner) and shift from traditional compliance checks to
comprehensive data analysis that uncovers strategic insights (#3-C-Partner, #7-C-
SeniorManager, #13-B-Director). AIDA enables accounting professionals to quickly
aggregate, clean, and analyse large datasets (#24-L-SeniorManager), enhancing audit
efficiency when paired with journal entry testing (#4-B-Partner, #11-C-SeniorManager) and
allowing firms to expand audit scope without proportionally increasing workload (#4-B-

Partner, #10-D-SeniorManager, #12-D-Director).

Where accounting work used to lean heavily on rule-based methods, advancements in AIDA
technologies have changed how accountants across different service functions do their work.
Traditional methods relied on predetermined criteria, which was effective in many cases in
the past. However, they are limited in their ability to identify irregularities or evolving
patterns unlike ML algorithms, which can analyse large datasets to detect outliers and
anomalies that would have otherwise gone unnoticed. The shift to integrating AIDA
technologies into their workflows mean that accountants, especially auditors, can more
effectively and precisely detect outliers. Instead of focusing on specific tools, firms
concentrate on how AIDA processes enable new data-centric workflows that enhance their

advisory capabilities and deliver transformative value for clients.
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7.3.2.4 Converging Process Innovations for AIDA Integration

The three core process changes made by accounting firms as they adopt AIDA are seen in:
(1) system infrastructure upgrades, (2) automating of manual processes to improve
efficiency, and (3) implementing data analytics processes. The changes demonstrate the
firms’ commitment to refreshing their operational workflows to adapt to AIDA adoption. It
also signals their intent in keeping clients’ needs at the core of their efforts to improve

internal efficiency through technology use.

For the effective integration of AIDA technologies across the various service functions,
several firms (Landmark Co, Keystone Co, Benchmark Co, Foresight Co, and Forward Co)
have turned to upgrading their system infrastructure as a priority, as will be reflected in
Table 7-3. The rolling-out of cloud-based solutions improved accessibility and flexibility
while switching to centralised databases helped with standardisation. The upgrading of
document management systems to include OCR capability made it easier to handle

documents and search within them.

With AIDA technologies and other cognitive tools like RPA at their disposal, the large
majority of firms (Landmark Co, Safeguard Co, Trailblazer Co, Reliable Co, Synergy Co,
Catalyst Co, and Venture Co) have zeroed in on automation as main process improvement.
Process automation streamlines tasks like data entry, document classification, and
reconciliation checks, bringing greater accuracy, efficiency, and faster reporting times. As a
result of automation improving internal processes, firms are better able to deliver more

consistent and timely services for their clients.

Across the board, firms have integrated the data analytics process into their workflows but
Safeguard Co, Trailblazer Co, Keystone Co, and Venture Co have notably been more explicit
about it. Through the use of AIDA, firms are able to be more extensive in their client
engagements. Traditional approaches such as sampling and relying on intuition have given
way to data-driven methodologies that support decision-making. As opposed to being
preoccupied with what tools to use, firms concentrate on how data analytics processes make
it possible for new data-centric operational workflows that would help them better serve and

advise their clients.

Some firms have opted to make simultaneous process changes to reap more benefits from
their AIDA adoption. Landmark Co and Reliable Co combine system infrastructure upgrades

with process automation so that they can streamline workflows through automation by
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building on strong scalable digital foundations. On the other hand, by incorporating data
analytics processes with automation, Safeguard Co, Trailblazer Co, and Venture Co use
AIDA technologies to transform their accounting processes, pivoting away from reactive,
manual workflows to proactive, data-driven analysis that value-adds to their clients.
Keystone Co integrates data analytics processes with system infrastructure upgrades by
anchoring on the foundation of cloud-based platforms that enable the use of AIDA to analyse
complex datasets. Through the overhaul of legacy systems, this combination has helped to
equip their accountants with AIDA technologies that provide deeper analysis that surpasses

traditional methodologies.

As these process changes reinforce one another, the firms concurrently engaging in two
together enabled firms to more adequately address their immediate operational needs and
long-term strategic objectives as part of their digital transformation journey. However, even
for the firms which focused on one process change, what was common in all firms was that
these process changes were not made merely as a result of AIDA adoption but a calculated
and measured plan to use technology to boost productivity and improve the delivery of
service to their clients. By upgrading system infrastructure, automating processes, and
incorporating data analytics processes into their operational workflows, firms are better
positioned to scale their digital initiatives to foster firm-wide use of AIDA technologies to
meet their internal needs for greater efficiency and their clients’ demands for better value as

part of their service engagements.

Having examined the structural and process changes made by firms to accommodate AIDA
integration, Table 7-3 presents a summary of these changes alongside the reshaping of

internal practices that will be discussed in the following section.
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Table 7-3: Cross-case findings on reconfiguring structures, processes, and practices to integrate AIDA

Reshaping of Internal Practices

Firm Structural Changes Process Changes Cross-Functional Collaboration Digital Upskilling Role Transformation
Landmark Co Innovation and Digital Teams, System Infrastructure, Process
(Firm A) Coordination Automation Moderate Moderate Moderate
Safeguard Co Data Analytics
(Firm B) Implementation, Process

Coordination Automation Moderate to High Moderate Moderate to High
Trailblazer Co Data Analytics
(Firm C) Innovation and Digital Teams, Implementation, Process

Coordination Automation Moderate to High Moderate Moderate to High
Keystone Co Data Analytics
(Firm D) Innovation and Digital Teams, Implementation, System

Coordination Infrastructure Moderate High Moderate to High
Reliable Co Innovation and Digital Teams, System Infrastructure, Process
(Firm E) Coordination Automation Low to Moderate Moderate Moderate
Benchmark Co
(Firm F) Innovation and Digital Teams System Infrastructure Moderate Moderate Moderate
Foresight Co
(Firm G) Innovation and Digital Teams System Infrastructure Low to Moderate Moderate Moderate
Synergy Co
(Firm H) Coordination Process Automation Moderate High Moderate to High
Catalyst Co Innovation and Digital Teams,
(Firm J) Coordination Process Automation Moderate Moderate Moderate to High
Forward Co
(Firm K) Coordination System Infrastructure Low to Moderate Moderate Moderate
Venture Co Data Analytics
(Firm L) Implementation, Process

Coordination Automation Low to Moderate Moderate Moderate to High
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7.3.3. Reshaping Internal Practices to Foster AIDA Integration

The reshaping of internal practices represents the culmination of the changes in
organisational structures and processes discussed in 7.3.1 and 7.3.2. Accounting firms have
made structural changes to simplify the process of integrating Al and other cognitive
technologies. They have also revamped their operational processes to capitalise on the
efficiency gains these technologies offer. These structural and process changes can only
happen when firms reshape their internal practices so that employees are motivated to

collaborate, develop skills, and take on new roles.

To optimise AIDA integration and utilisation, accounting firms’ internal practices have been
reshaped in three areas: forming collaborative and dedicated cross-functional teams,
investing in upskilling initiatives, and transitioning employee roles away from manual tasks
to higher-value strategic work. The changes in these three areas are interconnected and take
place throughout the firm across organisational levels. By reshaping these internal practices,
firms are in a better position to make the most of out of having integrated AIDA into their

daily workflows and operations.

As shown in Table 7-3, accounting firms exhibit varying levels of reshaping internal
practices across three key dimensions: cross-functional collaboration, digital upskilling, and
role transformation. Most firms maintain at least moderate levels in all three areas, with
some achieving higher ratings, particularly in digital upskilling (Keystone Co and Synergy
Co) and role transformation (Safeguard Co, Trailblazer Co, Keystone Co, Synergy Co,
Catalyst Co, and Venture Co). These practices represent how firms are internally adapting

to support the structural and process changes described earlier.
7.3.3.1. Fostering Cross-Functional Collaboration

In establishing dedicated teams and cross-functional collaboration practices, the firms have
shown varying levels of progress. Most of them maintain a moderate level while Safeguard
Co and Trailblazer Co demonstrate slightly higher levels of cross-functional collaboration.
This variation is evidenced in how the firms are structured and how they deploy their

specialised teams.

Cross-functional collaboration ties in with one of the structural changes where firms have
CoEs that pilot the use of AIDA technologies. These innovation and digital teams combine

their accounting expertise with their knowledge of the tools while concurrently working with
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technology specialists to customise tools for usage across various functions. A director in

Keystone Co elaborated:

“... we do have special centres of excellence within those different functions (assurance
Sfunction for audit of financial services or non-financial services) to get their people on
board such that if they have use cases, they will let this CoE know, and either co-create or

the CoE will actually build it for them.”

(#12-D-Director)

This approach to collaboration creates a partnership where specialised CoEs work with
functional teams to either co-create solutions or build them based on identified use cases.
Such a model ensures that technological innovations directly address operational needs while
leveraging specialised expertise. The emphasis on co-creation further enhances the relevance

and adoption of AIDA technologies

Pilot programmes have proven to be effective in helping to overcome initial client resistance
as successful implementations provide proof of the tools’ value and hence encourages
adoption. Benchmark Co’s managing partner explained that on the firm’s digital strategy

that starts with piloting:

“Our strategy begins with piloting, which allows us to test solutions before full
implementation. However, we encountered challenges, such as resistance to adoption and
the need for extensive training... We started with a few willing clients to pilot the new

1

technology, which helped to build trust and demonstrate the value of these tools.’

(#17-F-ManagingPartner)

The strategic value of piloting serves as both a technical validation and a change
management approach. By demonstrating success with willing clients first, firms build
evidence that helps overcome resistance and builds trust in new AIDA technologies. With
an evidence-based approach to change management, a strong foundation for broader

adoption is established through list of success stories.

In addition, several firms made special mention to digital champions who actively promote
the success stories of integrating technology into their work (Safeguard Co, Trailblazer Co,

Keystone Co, Foresight Co, and Venture Co). A partner from Trailblazer Co shared that:

176



“...we formed a network of digital champions across various levels within the
organisation. These champions were responsible for delivering training, leading digital

)

initiatives, and gathering feedback from peers.’

(#3-C-Partner)

Digital champions placed at different levels throughout the organisational hierarchy
facilitate adoption by creating a firm-wide collaborative culture that would not have been
with centralised teams alone. These digital advocates embedded through organisational
levels are among the many points of influence that others can go to when faced with adoption
challenges. Furthermore, they are specific to different service function roles and hierarchical

positions, thereby providing more targeted help.

Firms deemed to be “more collaborative” demonstrate greater firm-wide clarity in how
technology should be developed and then used (Safeguard Co and Trailblazer Co). A director

in Safeguard Co mentioned:

“Globally and locally, it’s been made very clear that technology is going to be a key
player in service delivery... It’s imperative that what we develop presents value, either in
terms of convenience or reducing administrative tasks. Including business and technical

2

teams from the start is crucial for developing practical and useful tools.

(#2-B-Director)

This is also seen in Trailblazer Co where there is a globally coordinated approach to

developing technology solutions as described by one of their senior managers:

“The shift from a scenario where each team worked in a silo, developing custom tools, to a
more cohesive and unified global effort was a significant change. It allowed us to
streamline our processes, ensuring consistency and scalability in our technological

solutions.”

(#7-C-SeniorManager)

This consistent approach only came about after they were plagued by lack of coordination

initially, as the senior manager from Trailblazer Co elaborated further:

“Initially, the firm faced a significant challenge due to the lack of a coordinated approach.
Different teams within the firm were developing their own tools independently. This led to

a lot of duplication of effort and inefficiencies... To address this, we focused on
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consolidating our efforts and fostering a culture of information sharing and collaboration

across the global teams.”

(#7-C-SeniorManager)

The learning journey that led to the firm’s collaborative approach shows how they
recognised the inefficiencies of siloed development and intentionally encouraged knowledge
sharing and collaboration to address these challenges. This collaborative model indicates a
departure from the conventional team structures in accounting firms, as specialised teams
are given the freedom to operate in interconnected networks rather than in silos. The varying
levels of collaboration for each firm is reflective of how well they have managed this
transition and whether they have made intentional arrangements to facilitate the process.
While all firms have shown to be committed to enhancing collaboration, those that regarded
as having a higher collaborative level are those with clear directives on how technology

should be developed and used in their operations.
7.3.3.2. Investing in Digital Upskilling

With Al impacting many facets of their operations, accounting firms saw the growing need
to upskill their employees with the requisite competencies to work well with technology.
Consequently, accounting firms are devoting resources to training programmes that develop
both technical skills and the ability to identify opportunities for technology implementation
in accounting-related tasks. Most firms maintained a moderate level of investment in
upskilling initiatives, while Keystone Co and Synergy Co most notably take a more

extensive firm-wide approach

Firms whose investment into digital upskilling is regarded as being at moderate levels, their
attention is on ensuring that their workforce are equipped with the basic technical
competencies so that they can apply them practically at work. A partner from Trailblazer Co

explains:

“...upskilling our staff involves teaching them to use new tools like Alteryx and Tableau.
This is aimed at giving them a basic understanding of how these tools function and how

they can benefit us in our day-to-day operations.”
(#5-C-Partner)

With significant changes in the skills required by the workforce so they are capable of

operating AIDA technologies, firms have had to rethink their talent development approaches.
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Catalyst Co’s approach was particularly representative of this mindset shift amongst the
firms that had a moderate level of investment in upskilling initiatives, as outlined by their

managing partner:

“We’ve had to rethink our approach to training and skill development, focusing on
enabling our team to handle both the technological aspects and accounting principles.
This balance between hiring for technological proficiency and accounting expertise is

crucial, as the roles today demand a deep understanding of how to integrate these skills

effectively.”

(#21-J-ManagingPartner)

Accounting firms now recognise that it is of strategic importance for skill development
programmes to integrate both accounting domain expertise and technology proficiency,
reversing the perception that these two areas do not mix well. It is also a recognition that for
accounting professionals to be effective in the modern business environment, they must have
a good grasp of both accounting and technology. As a result, training and development

programmes have to be tweaked to factor this integrated approach.

The prominent difference that Keystone Co and Synergy Co showed compared to the others
were their many firm-wide training programmes that were implemented spanning across

organisational levels. As described by a senior manager in Keystone Co:

“In the past three years, our firm has strategically focused on several key areas to enhance
our digital talent and culture. Firstly, we have invested heavily in training programmes.
These are conducted especially during the off-peak seasons, making them accessible to all
employees, from partners to junior staff. The training covers various digital tools and
different levels of implementation, ensuring a comprehensive skillset across the

organisation.”

(#10-D-SeniorManager)
The approach is similar in Synergy Co, as one of their senior managers shared:

“...we underwent a digital upskilling journey that encompassed the entire firm, from
administrators and secretaries to partners. This included equipping us with basic

knowledge of tools like Power BI, Alteryx, and UiPath.”

(#19-H-SeniorManager)
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Furthermore, they have integrated digital competencies into their performance framework:

“The first step was to revisit our professional competency framework, which is
fundamental to our performance management, appraisals, and feedback processes. We

integrated digital competency as a key segment within this framework.”

(#19-H-SeniorManager)

This organisation-wide approach to upskilling demonstrates a sophisticated strategy that
addresses timing, active participation, and development of relevant skillsets while formally
embedding digital competencies within performance management systems. By involving all
staff levels from support personnel to partners and scheduling training during off-peak
seasons, firms ensure that digital capability development is a firm-wide endeavour. The
integration of digital competencies into formal performance frameworks further reinforces
the importance of these digital skills, ensuring that there will be a sustained focus on firm-

wide digital capability development.

Despite firms investing resources into upskilling, they still faced implementation challenges,
regardless of the level of investment. This was particularly true when it came to practically
applying various AIDA technologies in their work, as highlighted by a senior manager from

Trailblazer Co:

“Training effectiveness is a significant issue,; without practical application, staff may resist
using new tools in real engagements. There’s a lack of clarity on how these tools reduce

audit work, leading to misconceptions that they add to the workload instead of enhancing
efficiency.”

(#11-C-SeniorManager)

The gap between theoretical training and practical application remains a key challenge in
digital upskilling. When there is lack of clarity and practical demonstrations of how AIDA
technologies reduce workload rather than adding to it, staff may resist adoption despite
training investments. This insight highlights the critical importance of addressing the
practicality of digital skills development, instead of overloading staff with more technology-

based training.

Most accounting firms were found to have a moderate level of investment into digital
upskilling initiatives where their priority has been on building foundational competencies in

technologies and how to practically use them. Keystone Co and Synergy Co, however, have
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a greater commitment of their resources towards upskilling as evidenced by their firm-wide
training programmes being implemented across all levels of seniority while simultaneously
making digital competency part of their performance management tracking. However,
irrespective of their level of investment, firms faced a common challenge where there is
difficulty in measuring training effectiveness. To overcome this, firms designed their
training programmes to clearly demonstrate how AIDA technologies helped to reduce

workload and enhance efficiency in day-to-day operations.
7.3.3.3. Transitioning Roles from Routine to Strategic Functions

AIDA integration significantly impacts employee roles, shifting them way from manual,
routine tasks to more strategic functions. Using AIDA technologies to automate repetitive
tasks, including data entry, payroll, and compliance reporting, enables employees to
concentrate on higher-value activities that require professional judgement, strategic
decision-making, and client advisory. While accounting firms have all been found to be
transitioning their employees’ roles from that of a routine nature to those with a more

strategic nature, firms have shown varying levels of progress.

Firms where there were moderate levels of role transformation (Landmark Co, Reliable Co,
Benchmark Co, Foresight Co, and Forward Co) were inclined towards using AIDA
technologies to improve efficiency in existing roles. By becoming more efficient, they were
then able to improve client satisfaction with better service quality. The experience shared by

Forward Co’s managing partner is consistent among “moderate level” firms:

“The foremost benefit is efficiency, as digital tools significantly reduce the time required
for tasks. Accuracy is another key advantage, minimising human error. Enhanced client

’

satisfaction is a result of faster, more precise services.’

(#22-K-ManagingPartner)

AIDA adoption for these firms is focused on efficiency and accuracy improvements as they
directly translate to enhanced client satisfaction. This analysis deems this to just be a
moderate level of role transformation, where the accountant’s role remains largely the same,
but AIDA technologies enhance its efficiency and effectiveness. Their focus is on enhancing
the performance of traditional professional roles through technological augmentation,

maintaining the core nature of the role while improving its execution quality and efficiency.
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Firms at moderate-to-high levels (Safeguard Co, Trailblazer Co, Keystone Co, Synergy Co,
Catalyst Co, and Venture Co) take it a step further by redirecting their staff to higher-value
activities that are strategic in nature such as analysis and advisory. A senior manager in
Venture Co specified how AIDA technologies have considerably reduced the time needed
to execute repetitive tasks, allowing staft to turn their attention to analysis and advisory tasks

instead:

“One of the most significant advantages is the tremendous time savings that can be
realised by automating manual data entry and streamlining cumbersome processes. By
automating data entry and leveraging technologies like OCR and machine learning, firms
can drastically reduce the time spent on these repetitive tasks, freeing up their staff to
focus on higher-value activities such as analysis, advisory, and client relationship

management.”’

(#24-L-SeniorManager)

This is consistent with the audit practices in Synergy Co, where one of their senior managers

noted that;:

“...in the past, auditing groups of companies with numerous entities involved manually
consolidating accounts, trial balances, and general ledgers in Excel. This process was
incredibly labour-intensive. However, with the introduction of tools like RPA, we 've been
able to automate many of these processes... Moreover, the saved manpower hours allow

staff to be deployed for more value-added tasks.”

(#19-H-SeniorManager)

With manual tasks being automated, accountants have now been diverted to areas that are
more complex and that require domain knowledge. A partner from Trailblazer Co alluded to

this, specifically in the audit function:

“Tools like data sniper have simplified tasks that previously required extensive manual
effort, such as searching through large documents. This automation is more accurate and
time-efficient than manual methods... Automation allows our human resources to focus on

more complex and risk-prone areas of audits.”

(#3-C-Partner)
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Similarly, a director in Safeguard Co revealed that with staff being freed up to focus on
analysis and advisory work, the firm has been able to scale its operations without pressing

for an increase in headcount;

“By automating repetitive tasks through RPA, we can free up our staff time to focus on
higher-value activities such as analysis and advisory. This shift has not just improved
efficiency but also allowed us to scale our operations more easily without necessarily

adding headcount.”

(#13-B-Director)

A senior manager from Keystone Co also disclosed how the switch away from manual tasks

has allowed them to provide solutions that are tailored to their clients’ distinctive needs:

“Once we 've achieved efficiencies in handling routine tasks, we can redirect our attention
and resources toward more high-value activities. These activities include in-depth
analysis, the development of tailored recommendations, and devising solutions that are

particularly suited to our clients’ unique needs and contexts.”

(#9-D-SeniorManager)

This “moderate to high” level of role transformation is regarded as such because it leads to
changes in what professionals do rather than merely how effectively they do it, representing
a shift towards insight generation and strategic advisory for clients. The consistent theme
across these firms is the strategic reallocation of professional resources toward complex,
risk-focused, and client-specific activities that better leverage their accounting domain
expertise while simultaneously enhancing both operational efficiency and service quality
through AIDA adoption. By automating repetitive tasks across multiple service functions,
these firms have created scalable service delivery models that allow business growth without
proportional headcount increases, improved professional satisfaction among their staff
through more intellectually engaging work, and the provision of more personalised client
services that address unique needs and contexts. This transformation changes the way
accounting services are delivered as accountants move from routine processing roles to

strategic advisors who provide tailored insights through technology-enhanced judgment.
7.3.3.4 Transformation of Internal Practices for AIDA Integration

Accounting firms were found to be distinctly segmented in the way they have transitioned

away from roles that largely involve manual and routine tasks to higher-value strategic
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functions. For firms that were regarded as having moderate levels of role transformation,
their AIDA implementation typically centres on tools that help reduce task completion time
and minimise errors so they can improve service quality. Those that demonstrate moderate-
to-high levels of role transformation typically move beyond efficiency gains, shifting
employee roles toward strategic responsibilities that require critical thinking, professional
judgment, and domain expertise. By systematically automating complex presses across
multiple functions, staff have now transitioned to higher-order tasks such as comprehensive
risk assessment, advanced analytics, and providing advisory services. This role
transformation has allowed firms to scale operations efficiently while delivering tailored

solutions that address their clients’ unique needs.

The analysis of the data through RQ1 and RQ2 has provided insights into how accounting
firms sense opportunities, implement AIDA technologies, and reconfigure their structures,
processes, and practices to support digital transformation. The next section shifts focus to
examine why firms choose specific AIDA tools over others, providing deeper understanding

into the strategic rationale behind technology selection decisions.
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7.4 RQ3: Why do accounting firms adopt specific Artificial Intelligence-

driven Analytics tools over others?

This section presents the cross-case findings on the rationale behind the adoption of specific
Al-driven tools. Building upon the firm-level analysis in RQ1 and RQ2, which examined
how firms sense opportunities and restructure their organisations for adoption of Al-driven
tools, RQ3 shifts the focus to understanding the decision-making logic behind the selection
of specific Al-driven technologies. Given that accounting firms of similar sizes exhibit
consistent adoption approaches, the analysis moves from individual firms to firm types—
Big 4s, mid-tiers, and boutiques—to uncover the underlying motivations shaping their

adoption of Al-driven tools pathways.

The differences in how big 4s, mid-tiers, and boutiques identify and evaluate opportunities
for adoption of Al-driven tools is observed across three key areas: (1) the strategic drivers
that motivate them to explore Al opportunities, (2) the approaches they take to identify
specific Al use cases, and (3) the organisational decision-making structures that govern the
adoption of Al-driven tools. The variations in these three areas not only highlight the
differences in firm size and resource availability but also reflect each firm type’s varied
approach to pursuing digital transformation according to their scale and market position.
Table 7-4 summarises the cross-case findings from each firm type across these three key

arcas.

The following sub-sections detail the rationale behind firms’ Al tool selection by examining:
the underlying motivations guiding firms’ selection of AIDA technologies, specifically the
strategic drivers (7.4.1), selection criteria (7.4.2), and decision-making structures (7.4.3),
influencing why certain tools are chosen over others; 7.4.4. is the synthesis of AIDA
adoption rationales across firm types, which consolidates the insights from 7.4.1, 7.4.2, and
7.4.3 to illustrate how firms of different sizes conceptualise AIDA adoption as a strategic

decision.
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Table 7-4: Cross-Case Findings on the Rationale for Adopting AIDA technologies

across Firm Types

Firm Strategic Drivers for Selecting AIDA | Approach to Identifying Use Decision-Making Structures
Type technologies Cases
Big 4s Market leadership through global Proactive monitoring of emerging Centralised global coordination
scalability client needs and regulatory shifts with local and regional flexibility
Mid-Tiers | Competitive positioning through cost Incremental adoption to address Decentralised with pragmatic
efficiency and workflow optimisation operational bottlenecks implementation
Boutiques | Differentiation through client-specific, Selective adoption tailored to Agile and client-driven
high-value advisory services clients’ needs and niche market
demands

7.4.1. Strategic Drivers for Selecting AIDA technologies

The rationale behind selecting AIDA technologies is deeply rooted in each firm’s strategic
priorities. Accounting firms do not adopt AIDA technologies in a haphazard manner; instead,
their selections are an indicator of how they perceive Al to be an enabler of their long-term
strategic objectives which is anchored by their common desire to provide better service to
their clients. The search for AIDA technologies is impacted by strategic drivers that vary by

firm type, reflecting distinct market positions and capabilities.

(1) Big 4s strive to reinforce their market dominance by looking out for solutions that support
global scalability and regulatory compliance, (2) Mid-tiers work towards positioning
themselves competitively by seeking out AIDA technologies that help with cost efficiency,
(3) Boutiques are dedicated to providing tailored solutions for their clients and thus pursue
tools that afford them this differentiating factor. These distinct strategic factors drive how
accounting firms choose specific AIDA technologies over others and are in line with the

market position of each firm type and their organisational capabilities.
Big 4s: Market Leadership Through Global Scalability

Big 4s consistently focus on preserving their positions as market leaders. They are on the
active look out for AIDA solutions that are scalable across their international operations.
This indicates their objective of tapping on AIDA technologies to ensure regulatory
compliance and firm-wide transformation. Doing so would allow them to make data-driven
decisions that would strengthen the services they provide and help them sustain their market
dominance. For Big 4s, their choice of certain AIDA technologies goes beyond efficiency
improvements; it is about proactively supporting their clients who are faced with complex

regulatory requirements and asserting their dominance as market leaders.
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#1-A-Partner describes how Landmark Co views the selection of AIDA technologies

through the lens of anticipating changes to regulations and market developments:

“Strategically, we see that due to certain changes in tax rules or changes in the business
environment that our clients operate in, there’s more and more reliance or need for certain
technology or software-based solutions [...] We foresee that there’s a voluminous data that

tax teams or finance teams need to deal with.”

(#1-A-Partner)

Similarly, Safeguard Co identifies tools that enables them to provide better services. #13-B-
Director highlights how this has allowed Safeguard Co to transition from being just a service

provider to a strategic partner that supports their clients’ transformation:

“Instead of just providing a service, we 're now able to be true strategic partners, helping

clients navigate the digital landscape and transform their own businesses.”

(#13-B-Director)

Trailblazer Co’s AIDA adoption strategy is underpinned by scalability as a core selection

criterion, ensuring that chosen tools can be deployed across global offices:

There is also an explicit focus on scalability and global deployment as tool selection criteria
which suggests that Big 4s are motivated to develop adaptable technological capabilities that
can be applied across their global offices. #7-C-SeniorManager illustrates Trailblazer Co’s

approach as follows:

“One of the key factors in our technology strategy is scalability, as we deploy solutions
globally. This need for scalability has led us to closely partner with Microsoft. Their
products offer a comprehensive environment that supports a range of functions essential to

our operations.”

(#7-C-SeniorManager)

Another common feature among the Big 4s that reinforces a centralised approach to choosing
the right AIDA technologies is the top-level management’s drive to ensure alignment

between technology investments and strategic objectives.

Keystone Co’s commitment to integrating Al and ML with its corporate strategy is

representative of how the Big 4s take a centralised approach to choosing the right AIDA
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technologies is the top-level management’s drive to ensure alignment between technology

investments and strategic objectives. #10-D-SeniorManager shares:

“The integration of AI and ML into our corporate strategy is primarily driven by top-level
management [...] This adoption is led by our partnership, which not only initiates but also
closely monitors the integration process. They ensure that the tools are being used
effectively in each project and that their implementation aligns with our broader strategic

)

objectives.’

(#10-D-SeniorManager)

Big 4s choose Al tools that offer global scalability, compliance alignment, and high-value
data insights, reinforcing their position as industry leaders. Their selection process is highly
structured, ensuring that AIDA adoption supports both operational efficiency and strategic
market dominance. By prioritising AIDA technologies that can adapt to and support
regulatory changes, improve service quality, and scale seamlessly across global operations,
Big 4s go beyond merely being service providers but also become trusted advisors to their

clients.
Mid-tiers: Competitive Positioning Through Cost Efficiency

Mid-tiers take a different approach when selecting AIDA technologies as they place a strong
emphasis on managing costs and improving operational efficiency. They seek out AIDA
technologies that help to cut down on manual tasks, improve productivity, and streamline
costs. By optimising these resources, they can maintain their competitive positioning in the
market where they serve the needs of their clients that are typically local or regional mid-

sized companies.

Reliable Co had initially faced many operational challenges on the back of rushing their
technology implementation. #14-E-Partner reflects on how Reliable Co changed their

approach to one that is carefully planned out such that adoption is done so incrementally:

“Our initial foray into automation was overly ambitious, resulting in challenges. [...]
We've also learned the importance of breaking down larger projects into smaller modules

to manage them more effectively.”

(#14-E-Partner)
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While not explicitly modular in their approach like Reliable Co, Benchmark Co identifies
viable AIDA technologies by running pilot tests on them first before considering a larger-
scale adoption. goes about identifying Al opportunities by trial and error with a strong
emphasis on pilot testing the technologies and tools first before considering a larger-scale

adoption. #17-F-ManagingPartner describes the iterative process in Benchmark Co:

“Our journey with digital technologies has been one of trial and error, with piloting at its
core. We experimented with various software, adopting less than half of those tried due to
various challenges [...] Once a solution proves successful in these pilot tests, we extend the

trial to a larger group.”

(#17-F-ManagingPartner)

Foresight Co is now more focused when identifying use cases for AIDA by prioritising the
finding of work processes that have become operational pain points. This is after they
realised, based on past implementation efforts, that combining technology with operational
workflows is highly technical. The pragmatic approach would then be to focus on using
available technology tools to resolve existing workflow challenges, as noted by #17-G-

Partner:

“Understanding which work processes can be automated is crucial [...] We’ve realised
embedding data analytics into the core audit role is quite technical. Our past efforts to
teach auditors to use data visualisation tools were not fully successful. Now, our approach

is more about effectively utilising existing tools rather than delving into deep coding.”

(#17-G-Partner)

Like Benchmark Co, Synergy Co also assesses the effectiveness of AIDA technologies
through pilot testing. #19-H-SeniorManager shared how they first identified that they wanted

to automate their work processes before running pilot engagements:

“The key technology we focused on was RPA [...] Initially, we had pilot engagements

where not everyone was required to submit documents, but select teams were involved.

’

Once we had sufficient input, we tested the tool’s effectiveness.’

(#19-H-SeniorManager)

Mid-tiers choice of AIDA technologies is driven by a clear objective, which is to enhance

operational efficiency and cost management. They then look to tap on these efficiency
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improvements to better serve their target market of local and regional mid-sized clients. They
focus on tools that directly reduce manual tasks, streamline workflows, and improve cost
recovery, ensuring that there are tangible benefits to using them such that they align with
operational goals. Where pilot testing of tools is involved, firms will carefully monitor
utilisation rates and cost recovery metrics before deciding on the viability of firm-wide
adoption. This measured strategy enables them to continue serving their clients well while

maintaining competitive service fees to stay accessible to their target market segment.
Boutiques: Differentiation Through Client-Specific Solutions

To make themselves stand out from among their larger counterparts, boutiques focus on
creating value for niche client segments. As such, boutiques actively seek out AIDA
technologies that allow them to deliver highly customised solutions that help address specific
needs of their clients. This will deepen their expertise in niche areas so that they the

capabilities to become specialist advisors to their clients.

#21-J-ManagingPartner discusses how Catalyst Co is proactively seeking out AIDA
technologies that enhances client engagement can help them provide customised solutions

to their clients:

“We also plan to deepen our focus on client-centric services, leveraging technology to
provide more tailored and efficient solutions [...] The use of data analytics and Al has
enabled us to provide deeper insights and proactive advice, rather than just reactive

’

services.’
(#21-J-ManagingPartner)
Clients’ needs are a key factor in Forward Co’s choice of which AIDA technologies to adopt.

#22-K-ManagingPartner mentions how they have resolved the challenge of choosing the

right tools to meet those needs:

“Choosing appropriate technologies was another challenge, resolved by detailed research

and expert consultations, ensuring we adopt solutions that align with our clients’ needs.”

(#22-K-ManagingPartner)

Venture Co’s adoption of AIDA technologies is guided by their ability to deliver practical,
high-value, and customised solutions for their clients. Despite initial client hesitancy, they

took time to educate clients on the practical benefits of these tools. This is a common
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approach taken by boutiques as they are motivated to differentiate themselves and strengthen
client relationships through the use of these AIDA technologies. As #24-L-SeniorManager

explains:

“Many clients were initially hesitant to embrace change and were comfortable with the
traditional ways of working. We had to put in a concerted effort to educate them about the
benefits of these tools... Over time, as we were able to demonstrate the tangible benefits
and build trust, we found that clients became more receptive and even began to proactively
seek out our expertise in this area. [...] This has helped us differentiate ourselves in the

market and strengthen our client relationships.”

(#24-L-SeniorManager)

Boutiques committing to specific AIDA technologies stems from their motivation to deliver
customised solutions for niche segments. As such they are incentivised to identify the right
AIDA technologies that enable them to develop client-specific solutions which enables them
to have a competitive differentiation in the market. This allows them to stand out as niche

service providers compared with the services offered by the Big 4s and Mid-tiers.
Differences in Strategic Priorities across Firm Types

The rationale for selecting specific AIDA technologies is shaped by each firm type’s
strategic positioning and market focus. While Big 4s prioritise globally scalable AIDA
technologies that reinforce their dominant position as market leaders, Mid-tiers seek cost-
efficient solutions that improve their operations so they can maintain competitiveness in their
target market of local and regional mid-sized clients. On the other hand, Boutiques adopt
AIDA technologies that facilitate customisation so that they can provide value-added
services through niche specialisation. These distinct strategic drivers illustrate how adoption
of AIDA technologies is not a uniform process but a deliberate and calculated decision that

aligns with each firm’s long-term objectives.
7.4.2. Approach to Identifying Use Cases

In addition to the strategic drivers that are strong indicators of the firms’ perception of how
AIDA technologies will help them better serve their clients, the process of identifying
specific use cases is a reflection of how firms assess which tools are better aligned with their
objectives. The approach taken to identify use cases for AIDA technologies differs across

firm types and is shaped by their differing operational priorities and service provision focus
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areas. (1) Big 4s are actively monitoring market dynamics and the regulatory environment
so that the AIDA technologies they have identified can be used to meet client needs and
compliance expectations. (2) Mid-tiers zero in on operational inefficiencies and pick out
AIDA technologies that can be incrementally adopted without being overwhelmed. (3)
Boutiques, given their commitment to provision of services that are tailored to their clients’
needs, favour AIDA technologies that can be used to develop customised solutions. These
varied approaches to identifying use cases for AIDA technologies taken by Big 4s, Mid-tiers,
and Boutiques guide the firms’ choice of tools to ensure they stay responsive to market

demands and remain competitive.
Big 4: Proactive Monitoring of Emerging Client Needs and Regulatory Shifts

When identifying use cases for AIDA technologies, Big 4s put emphasis on the alignment
of their strategic plans with prospective trends and evolving market demands. They are
constantly tracking market developments, regulatory changes, and emerging client needs.
Their efforts revolve around finding tools that will make it possible for them to quickly
respond to these shifts. Their goal is to ensure they are in the best position to strategically
invest in technology that equips them to address evolving client demands and business

environment changes.

#1-A-Partner shares how Landmark Co anticipates opportunities arising from regulatory
changes and how they are exploring tools that will make it easier for them to support their

clients’ compliance efforts:

“So, in areas such as the upcoming pillar two global minimum tax reporting in the next
couple of years, we see a gap in the market in terms of being able to have something
(technology tools) customised to assist clients with their compliance efforts in the future,

once the new rules are established.”
(#1-A-Partner)
In response to market pressures, AIDA technologies present firms with a pathway to
differentiate their services. This is in view of the evolving professional services landscape

where there is increasing commoditisation of traditional compliance work, as described by

#2-B-Director:
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“There’s also a trend where tax and audit compliance work is becoming more
commoditised. Clients can easily switch service providers, with cost being a primary
consideration. In recent years, clients are more cost-conscious and less willing to accept

’

fee increases.’

(#2-B-Director)

The changes to the business environment that trigger changes in clients’ demands have
pushed Trailblazer Co to look into integrating Al into their work to find more efficient ways
to address them. #5-C-Partner highlights how Trailblazer Co has been exploring AIDA

technologies to better handle data and manage risks:

“Looking ahead, the use of Al is prominent in our strategy. We 're exploring Al to interpret
massive data sets and identify risks. The integration of Al in our work, especially for risk

identification and making sense of data, is where I see the future heading.”

(#5-C-Partner)

Furthermore, #7-C-SeniorManager notes that Trailblazer Co’s approach to Al and ML is

rooted in supporting their clients:

“Our firm’s message regarding Al and ML is centred around assisting our clients in

adapting to this Al environment.”

(#7-C-SeniorManager)

In Keystone Co, they focus on two areas when identifying Al opportunities, one influenced
by regulatory expectations and the other by their clients” own digital transformation roadmap.
#9-D-SeniorManager discloses how their work is guided by requirements from MAS, the

financial regulatory authority of Singapore:

“Our work is largely driven by regulatory expectations, such as from the MAS. There has
been an increasing focus on technology risk and cyber hygiene, especially given the IT
incidents and operational issues arising in banks. Consequently, a lot of our regulatory

focus has shifted towards technology-based concerns.”
(#9-D-SeniorManager)

#9-D-SeniorManager further elaborates on how Keystone Co’s regulatory awareness is

being complemented by monitoring their clients’ digital transformation needs:
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“Another important strategic aspect is staying in sync with our clients’ evolving
technological landscapes, particularly in the financial services sector where many of our

’

clients are actively pursuing their own digital transformation journeys.’

(#9-D-SeniorManager)

Big 4s are proactively monitoring market developments, regulatory changes, and emerging
client needs to identify potential use cases for AIDA technologies. Through the careful
assessment of AIDA technologies’ suitability, they ensure that using these tools will help
with meeting clients’ changing demands. By providing technology-enhanced services to
their clients, they are then able to maintain their competitive edge in an increasingly

commoditised professional services landscape.
Mid-Tiers: Incremental Adoption to Address Operational Bottlenecks

Mid-tiers choose to take a measured, step-by-step approach to identifying Al use cases. By
reviewing their service delivery process thoroughly, they seek out operational bottlenecks
and internal process inefficiencies where AIDA technologies can address. This is
characterised by their detailed reviewing of past implementation challenges and their

pragmatic response to resource constraints.

Reliable Co had initially faced many operational challenges on the back of rushing their
technology implementation. #14-E-Partner reflects on how Reliable Co changed their

approach to one that is carefully planned out such that adoption is done so incrementally:

“Our initial foray into automation was overly ambitious, resulting in challenges. [...]
We've also learned the importance of breaking down larger projects into smaller modules

to manage them more effectively.”

(#14-E-Partner)

While not explicitly modular in their approach like Reliable Co, Benchmark Co identifies
viable AIDA technologies by running pilot tests on them first before considering a larger-
scale adoption. goes about identifying Al opportunities by trial and error with a strong
emphasis on pilot testing the technologies and tools first before considering a larger-scale

adoption. #17-F-ManagingPartner describes the iterative process in Benchmark Co:
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“Our journey with digital technologies has been one of trial and error, with piloting at its
core. We experimented with various software, adopting less than half of those tried due to
various challenges [...] Once a solution proves successful in these pilot tests, we extend the

trial to a larger group.”

(#17-F-ManagingPartner)

Foresight Co is now more focused when identifying use cases for AIDA by prioritising the
finding of work processes that have become operational pain points. This is after they
realised, based on past implementation efforts, that combining technology with operational
workflows is highly technical. The pragmatic approach would then be to focus on using
available technology tools to resolve existing workflow challenges, as noted by #17-G-

Partner:

“Understanding which work processes can be automated is crucial [...] We’ve realised
embedding data analytics into the core audit role is quite technical. Our past efforts to
teach auditors to use data visualisation tools were not fully successful. Now, our approach

is more about effectively utilising existing tools rather than delving into deep coding.”

(#17-G-Partner)

Like Benchmark Co, Synergy Co also assesses the effectiveness of AIDA technologies
through pilot testing. #19-H-SeniorManager shared how they first identified that they wanted

to automate their work processes before running pilot engagements:

“The key technology we focused on was RPA [...] Initially, we had pilot engagements
where not everyone was required to submit documents, but select teams were involved.

Once we had sufficient input, we tested the tool’s effectiveness.”

(#19-H-SeniorManager)

Mid-tiers are meticulous in the review of processes across their service engagement lines to
identify use cases for AIDA technologies. By first flagging out internal process inefficiencies
and operational bottlenecks that were identified during initial trials of the tools, these firms
then proceed with targeted tool implementations and do so incrementally. This approach also
considers the practical aspects related to resource constraints so that the AIDA technologies
can be deployed to specifically deal with operational pain points. By progressively adopting

tools, Mid-tiers gradually improve their operational efficiency which enhances the value of
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the services they provide without being overwhelmed by the changes that arise from

technology changes.
Boutiques: Selective Adoption tailored to Clients needs and Niche Market Demands

Boutiques pride themselves on the provision of client-driven specialised services and thus
incline towards AIDA technologies that facilitate the development of bespoke solutions. As
such, they typically focus on customisation to highlight their adaptability to changing
requirements. Their use cases for AIDA technologies, therefore, are a reflection of their
desire to specialise in niche areas to meet their clients’ needs so as to differentiate themselves

from the Big 4s and mid-tiers.

#21-J-ManagingPartner explicitly states how Catalyst Co uses technology to develop tailor-

made solutions that help them to pay closer attention to clients’ needs:

“We also plan to deepen our focus on client-centric services, leveraging technology to
provide more tailored and efficient solutions. [...] Digital transformation has significantly
enhanced our client relationships and service delivery. By adopting new technologies,

)

we've been able to offer more personalised and efficient services.’

(#21-J-ManagingPartner)

Forward Co carefully evaluates the various AIDA technologies as part of identifying the
appropriate use cases for them. #22-K-ManagingPartner mentions how this is a challenge

there is a need for alignment with their operations and client expectations:

“We didn’t just adopt technology for the sake of it; we took the time to assess what would

2

work best for our firm and our clients.

(#22-K-ManagingPartner)

The digital transformation that Venture Co underwent brought about a mindset shift in the
way they approach difficult tasks. #24-L-SeniorManager shares that the go-to approach is
now to find ways that AIDA technologies can help:
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“In the past, when faced with a complex or time-consuming task, our default response was
often to throw more people at the problem. [ ...] But now, our first instinct is to ask how we
can leverage technology to make the task more efficient and manageable. This shift in

’

mindset has been a game-changer.’

(#24-L-SeniorManager)

#24-L-SeniorManager further elaborates that this technology-first mindset has changed the
way they service clients in that they go beyond the basic accounting services but also develop

customised solutions for them:

“We no longer just provide accounting services, we build client-specific financial

ecosystems”

(#24-L-SeniorManager)

Through the careful selection of AIDA technologies that enhance customisation and value-
adds to their service delivery, Boutiques cement their standing positioning as specialist
advisors. This ensures that any of their investments in AIDA technologies directly translate
to client satisfaction and showcase their differentiating factor. By rigorously evaluating
AIDA technologies before they are adopted and following this up with a technology-first
mindset, Boutiques can tap onto these tools to further improve client-centric services and
specialise in niche markets, giving them further credibility and setting them apart from the

Big 4s and Mid-tiers.

Differences in Approaches to identify use cases for AIDA technologies across Firm

Types

The approaches taken by each firm type to identify use cases for AIDA technologies is
guided by their competitive standing in the market, their operational priorities, and their
strategic objectives. Big 4s are proactively monitoring trends in the market and changes to
regulations to identify the appropriate AIDA technologies to be used in the right contexts so
that there is alignment with evolving client needs and compliance with regulatory changes.
Mid-tiers are often constrained by resource limitations and therefore take a more incremental
approach when adopting AIDA technologies to ensure that the tools help to address
operational inefficiencies. Boutiques’ top priority is for adoption of AIDA technologies with
customisability that allow them to adapt to their clients’ specific needs and achieve niche

specialisation. Boutiques prioritise the adoption of customisable AIDA technologies,
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enabling them to tailor the services they provide to their clients’ unique needs and achieve
specialised expertise in their niche. Whether motivated by regulatory shifts, operational
pragmatism, or adaptability to clients’ changing needs, these differing approaches to
identifying use cases for AIDA technologies are carefully considered by each firm type. It
ultimately comes down to firms striving to maintain market sensitivity while reinforcing the

value they bring to their clients through their service offerings.
7.4.3. Decision-Making Structures Governing Selection of AIDA technologies

The decision-making structures within accounting firms play a defining role in how AIDA
technologies are selected, assessed, and eventually adopted. The degree of centralisation,
measure of hierarchical influence, and amount of flexibility in decision-making differs
across firm types. When deciding on which AIDA technologies to select: (1) Big 4s are
centralised and globally synchronised with strong hierarchical influence, (2) Mid-tiers are
decentralised by focusing on department-driven evaluation and pilot testing, while (3)
Boutiques prioritise client-driven agility and responsiveness. These decision-making
structures not only govern the pace and extent that AIDA technologies are adopted but also

influence why firms choose specific tools over others.
Big 4s: Centralised Global Coordination with Local and Regional Flexibility

Although Big 4s tend to be hierarchical in structure, it works in their favour as they can
ensure global consistency when deploying AIDA technologies that have been selected for
wider adoption. Initiatives involving AIDA technologies are often mandated by leadership
and are closely aligned with the firms’ broader strategic objectives. While the decision-
making process is typically highly centralised at global and regional levels, there is an
acknowledgement that flexibility at the local level is needed. This gives local offices the
freedom to tailor their deployment of AIDA technologies according to the unique needs of

their local clients and regulations.

Landmark Co exemplifies this top-down strategic approach as #1-A-Partner explains how

global leadership sets a directive for the adoption of AIDA technologies:

“To make this process (of implementing AIDA technologies into operations) more
successful, sometimes it requires a very strong message from the top that we are going to
head in this direction, this is the new generation of technology we re supposed to be

adopting, whether internally or externally, for work delivery...”
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(#1-A-Partner)

Likewise, Safeguard Co has a globally integrated directive to ensure consistency in the use
of AIDA technologies to make services more efficient. #2-B-Director describes this push for

digital transformation globally, regionally, and locally:

“About six or seven years ago, there was a significant push towards digital
transformation, not just locally or in South Asia, but as part of a broader global program,
especially in the tax function. This initiative, driven by global directives, recognised the

need to digitalise to provide services more efficiently.”

(#2-B-Director)

Although centralisation helps to bring uniformity and standardisation in AIDA capabilities,
Big 4s also recognise the need for adapting to local and regional contexts. #7-C-
SeniorManager shares that Trailblazer Co had initial difficulties in balancing the global

standardised directive with the different local offices’ varied practices:

“Our shift towards global common platforms and standardisation was initially
challenging, given the diverse practices across different offices. However, this move laid a
strong foundation for our future, particularly in the context of Al [...] The global level
does have a standardised process flow, which ensures consistency but also allows for

adaptability (to local and regional applications) where necessary.”

(#7-C-SeniorManager)

In Keystone Co, leadership also plays a pivotal role driving the use of AIDA technologies.

#10-D-SeniorManager reveals that adoption is closely monitored by the partners:

“The integration of AI and ML into our corporate strategy is primarily driven by top-level
management [...] This adoption is led by our partnership, which not only initiates but also
closely monitors the integration process. They ensure that the tools are being used

effectively in each project.”

(#10-D-SeniorManager)

Across the Big 4s, there is a distinct pattern that shows a global top-down approach in their
implementation of AIDA technologies, which helps ensure homogeneity in application. At
the same time, there is a recognition that flexibility at local and regional levels is needed to

accommodate specific needs. Maintaining this fine balance of this hierarchical yet flexible
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structure facilitates the effective adoption of AIDA technologies that correspond with their

strategic objectives.
Mid-Tiers: Decentralised Decision-making with Pragmatic Implementation

Mid-tiers take a decentralised approach when selecting and adopting AIDA technologies,
where the authority to make decisions are spread across departments and service lines.
Adoption of AIDA technologies is primarily driven by practical issues that arise from
operations instead of top-down mandates. Pragmatism is the driving force of this approach
because firms can narrow down on critical operational issues while preserving flexibility in

how they go about the adoption of the AIDA technologies.

Reliable Co’s department-led approach to selecting and adopting AIDA technologies meant
that firm-wide integration might pose some challenges. #14-E-Partner describes how they
overcome this by engaging with vendors for support as well as creating an internal consulting

team to oversee the integration:

“One of our primary challenges is selecting appropriate applications from the myriad
available in the market. Our approach involves individual departments exploring their
tools, though integrating these tools firm-wide is complex. Often, we depend on vendor

support for our digitalisation efforts. For instance, in RPA initiatives, while I can
coordinate, I'm not equipped to design the system, necessitating external maintenance

support, which incurs additional costs. To address this, we 've recently established a

digitalisation consulting team, catering to both external and internal project needs.”

(#14-E-Partner)

Benchmark Co leans on their external networks to stay up to date with the AIDA
technologies available in the market and then run pilot tests on those tools. #17-F-
ManagingPartner outlines how they tap on multiple information sources before considering

firm-wide implementation:

“The journey involved piloting various technologies to identify what works best for us.
This approach required keeping abreast of available solutions through our network,
discussions with academic institutions, and consultations with accounting bodies. [...] Our

strategy begins with piloting, which allows us to test solutions before full implementation.”

(#17-F-ManagingPartner)
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Instead of pursuing comprehensive transformation, Foresight Co focuses on incremental
improvements through designated project champions. #17-G-Partner shares how the domain
expertise that these project champions have in audit help to bridge the gap with technology
as they know best which AIDA technologies are most appropriate:

“We’ve found that tackling smaller projects is more effective than attempting large-scale
changes all at once. [..] Weve appointed project champions from our audit teams to
understand IT tools’ functionality and potential workflow redesigns. These champions are
audit managers interested in process improvement. [...] Our approach doesn’t require
staff to become IT experts but to understand and apply IT solutions effectively. Training
our team to use IT tools efficiently, without needing to learn coding, is part of our

strategy.”

(#17-G-Partner)

Mid-tiers pace themselves steadily when it comes to implementing digital initiatives as
evidenced from how Synergy Co pursues targeted unit-level initiatives rather than firm-wide
rollouts. #19-H-SeniorManager outlines their progression from Excel to AIDA technologies

(like RPA), with pilot testing confined to select teams:

“In my current firm, the drive towards digitalisation and automation is still strong, albeit
on a smaller scale. We’ve invested in tools like CaseWare, moving away from being
heavily reliant on Excel, to more efficient solutions. [...] The key technology we focused on
was RPA. Initially, we had pilot engagements where not everyone was required to submit

documents, but select teams were involved.”

(#19-H-SeniorManager)

The decentralised approach that Mid-tiers take in the selection of AIDA technologies and
their subsequent adoption is apparent in various forms of localised decision-making, from
department-selective pilot testing to project champions driving implementation. Rather than
firm-wide directives from management, implementation is done incrementally such that
operational challenges are overcome by targeted and practical solutions. Combining
decentralised decision-making and pragmatic implementation of AIDA technologies affords
Mid-tiers the freedom to move forward in their digital transformation with a steady pace. As
such, they are able to ensure that the adopted AIDA technologies address specific operational

needs adequately rather than feel pressured by firm-wide mandates.
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Boutiques: Agile and Client-Driven

Boutiques exhibit agility in their integration of AIDA technologies where their decision-
making is aligned with meeting the needs of their clients and their own needs to improve
operational efficiencies. Despite being smaller in size, they choose to prioritise using these
tools selectively in ways that provide tangible benefits and value-add to the services they are
offering to clients. This allows them to focus primarily on niche specialisations because they
have the flexibility to iteratively test out AIDA technologies before adopting them and then

adapting them according to their clients’ specific needs.

Catalyst Co is focused on enhancing business value by using AIDA technologies to enhance
capabilities required in specific service functions. #21-J-ManagingPartner outlines the

various functions that they have been looking to use technology in:

“The transformation includes leveraging technology to enhance our financial controller
capabilities and everything under that role, like accounting operations, bookkeeping,
accruals, management report preparation, and setting up controls. We re also expanding
into CFO office functions, requiring us to develop connections to banks for treasury
functions and delve into budgeting and forecasting. The aim is to use technology to

enhance these capabilities.”

(#21-J-ManagingPartner)

Forward Co’s priority is ensuring that they service their clients well. As such, they are
committed to selecting the appropriate AIDA technologies that will ensure that their staff
are well-equipped to work efficiently, as described by #22-K-ManagingPartner:

“Our primary focus is client service, involving investing in talent and equipping them with
efficient tools. Secondly, we are selective in tool adoption, using auditing sofiware and
communication tools for enhanced productivity. The third area is enhancing accessibility

’

and cost-effectiveness’

(#22-K-ManagingPartner)

Before adopting AIDA technologies, Venture Co carefully evaluates rollout timelines and
efficiency gains. #23-L-ManagingPartner explains how they weigh the trade-offs between

simple and complex technological solutions:
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“Sometimes, deploying simple technologies is beneficial for immediate impact, while
complex technologies take longer to implement and may only offer temporary solutions.

’

The factors we evaluate include the pace of change and requirements at different stages.’

(#23-L-ManagingPartner)

The integration of AIDA technologies in Boutiques is characterised by agile decision-
making that tailors to specific client needs while also using them to achieve operational
efficiency gains. The flexibility in their approach is evidenced by how tools are assessed first
before adoption, whether through enhancing specific service functions, equipping staff with
efficient tools, or considering implementation trade-offs. Placing clients’ needs front and
centre of technology adoption decisions gives Boutiques the competitive edge in niche
markets, ensuring that their investments in AIDA technologies have a positive impact on

their service delivery.
Differences in Decision-Making Structures across Firm Types

Different firm types vary in how they make decisions on AIDA technologies, from selection
and evaluation to implementation. These differences are shaped by their priorities and the
contexts they operate in. Big 4s take a globally coordinated approach that centralises
decision-making but allow for some local and regional flexibility. This promotes a level of
standardisation in the adoption of AIDA technologies across their global networks, ensuring
consistency in service delivery while allowing for adaptability to local and regional needs.
Conversely, Mid-tiers tend to adopt a more decentralised approach, with decisions driven by
individual departments or service lines. The practicality of not being constrained by firm-
wide top-down directives means operational issues can be directly addressed by the
departments or service lines facing them. Consequently, the use of AIDA technologies to
resolve these issues becomes more targeted and context-specific. Boutiques have agile
decision-making structures where the choice of AIDA technologies is primarily motivated
by clients’ needs and an internal pursuit of operational efficiency gains. They have the
versatility to specialise in niche markets and leverage upon their investments into technology
tools to improve their service delivery. The differing decision-making structures across firm
types reflect not only the scope and complexity of their operations but also influence the
pace of their digital transformation journey, responsiveness to client and market needs, and

their overall competitive edge.
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7.4.4. Synthesis of AIDA Adoption Rationales across Firm Types

The analysis detailed in 7.4.1, 7.4.2, and 7.4.3 of why accounting firms adopt specific AIDA
technologies reveals a complex interplay between strategic priorities, use case identification
approaches, and decision-making structures. It observed that firm type impacts the firms’
rationale for selecting AIDA technologies. AIDA adoption is a strategic decision, and each
firm type approaches it differently, with varying patterns in conceptualisation and
implementation shaped by their market position, operational priorities, and organisational

capabilities.

Big 4s adopt AIDA technologies with a focus on market leadership and global scalability.
Their choice of AIDA technologies is prompted by the strategic imperative to retain their
market dominance, which is evident in three key aspects. Firstly, they priorities AIDA
technologies that can be implemented throughout their international network so that there is
some form of standardisation in the services they provide to their clients. Secondly, they are
also regularly monitoring market trends, including shifts in regulatory standards, to identify
new opportunities for AIDA adoption. Thirdly, they have a centralised decision-making
structure that ensures strategic consistency throughout their operations worldwide but
affords local offices with the flexibility to adapt according to market needs and scale. This
multifaceted approach allows Big 4s to capitalise on the AIDA technologies they have
implemented strengthen their position as market leaders while meeting the changing needs

of clients as well as regulatory requirements.

Conversely, Mid-tiers, see AIDA adoption as a means to improve operational efficiency.
Their preference for certain AIDA technologies is determined by practical considerations
over process improvements and cost management. As part of incrementally adopting AIDA,
they typically start off with pinpointing inefficiencies in their operations followed by
assessing technologies through pilot testing before firm-wide implementation. By
decentralising their decision-making, initiatives are driven by departments and service
functions as opposed top-down directives. This ensures that AIDA solutions used will
directly address the pain points felt at the operational level and done so within resource
constraints. This well-calibrated approach helps mid-tiers focus concentrate on improving
the efficiency of their services so they can remain competitive in servicing clients from the

local and regional mid-market segment.

Finally, Boutiques regard AIDA technologies as the catalyst for honing their expertise in

niche areas so they can value-add to their clients. Their decision on which AIDA
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technologies to use is influenced by their strategic objective of differentiating themselves
through niche specialisations and tailor-made solutions for their clients. They achieve this
by first seeking out technologies that enables and enhances service customisation. This is
followed by a thorough evaluation of the tools’ suitability by benchmarking against client
needs and carefully weighing implementation trade-offs. Their agile structure leads to a
measured approach to AIDA adoption, which strengthens their capacity to provide
specialised services while maintaining flexibility and responsiveness to changing client

needs.

Integrating the above findings indicates that accounting firms all want to improve client
service delivery and their approaches to AIDA adoption are geared towards that objective.
However, the rationale behind the specific AIDA technologies they choose to use differs
based on firm types and is influenced by their market positioning, operational priorities, and
organisational capabilities. Big 4s have a coordinated global strategy that seeks to further
establishes their market dominance, as seen in their focus on scalable solutions and
standardised execution across their international networks. In contrast, mid-tiers take a more
pragmatic approach, with their technology selections arising from operational requirements
and being supported by extensive pilot testing prior to broader firm-wide implementation.
On the other hand, boutiques are distinct from their larger counterparts in that their AIDA
adoption choices are intricately linked to their drive towards providing customised solutions
and specialised service offerings for their clients. The varying approaches by each firm type
imply that firms’ technology selection processes are deeply embedded in their organisational
structures and strategic priorities. This analysis at the firm type level reveals that accounting
firms’ decisions to adopt specific AIDA technologies are driven not only by technological
factors but also by market position, operational capabilities, and strategic goals. These
insights illustrate how AIDA adoption is not simply a technological upgrade but a decision

closely tied to each firm type’s operations and long-term objectives.
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7.5 RQ4: How do accounting firms overcome barriers and cultivate

enablers for Al-driven digital transformation?

This section examines how accounting firms of varying sizes overcome the barriers they
face and cultivate enablers for Al-driven digital transformation. Building upon the findings
in RQ1, RQ2, and RQ3, which analysed the sensing and seizing of opportunities,
reconfiguration of structures, and rationale for technology selection, RQ4 looks into the day-
to-day issues these firms encounter and the approaches they take to address them. The
analysis finds that accounting firms face barriers that differ based on their size and resource
availability, which leads to them having to formulate strategies unique to their circumstances

to overcome these obstacles.

The cross-case findings highlight three key dimensions that set apart how different firm types
navigate their digital transformation journeys: (1) the primary barriers that inhibit their
progress, (2) the approaches they take to overcome these barriers, and (3) the key enablers
they cultivate to support successful transformation. These dimensions reflect the operational
realities of firms of varying sizes and are also reflective of how their strategic responses are
shaped by their organisational contexts and market positions. Table 7-5 summarises these

cross-case findings across each firm type.

The following sub-sections outline how accounting firms overcome barriers and cultivate
enablers by examining: the primary barriers that hinder Al-driven digital transformation
(7.5.1), the approaches taken to overcome these barriers (7.5.2), and the key enablers
cultivated to facilitate successful transformation (7.5.3). Section 7.5.4 is a synthesis of these
findings, illustrating how firms of different sizes conceptualise and implement their
strategies for overcoming barriers and cultivating enablers in Al-driven digital

transformation.
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Table 7-5: Cross-Case Findings on Barriers, Approaches, and Enablers of Al-driven

Digital Transformation across Firm Types

Firm Type Primary Barriers Overcoming Approaches Cultivating Enablers
Big 4s Scepticism and Structural Centralised innovation teams with Strategic technology partnerships
Fragmentation comprehensive formal training with proprietary tool
programmes development
Mid-Tiers Resource Constraints and Change | Project champions with protected Pragmatic technology
Resistance learning time and gamification implementation with client
initiatives analytics focus
Boutiques Client technology resistance and Process-first approach with selective | Digital-first culture with tiered
infrastructure limitations client engagement expertise development models

7.5.1. Primary Barriers

The barriers hindering Al-driven digital transformation in accounting firms vary based on
firm size and organisational complexity. While all firm types encounter challenges when
integrating new AIDA technologies into their operations, the nature and magnitude of these
barriers differ across Big 4s, Mid-tiers, and Boutiques, reflecting their distinct operational

contexts and resource capacities.
Big 4s: Scepticism and Structural Fragmentation

For Big 4s, the most significant barrier lies in notable scepticism toward AIDA technologies
and structural fragmentation within their operations. This was seen in their reluctance to
fully trust technological solutions, either due to unfamiliarity or a perception that technology
adds complexity, which results in disjointed efforts from siloed technical and accounting
teams. These barriers led to a challenging environment where AIDA adoption struggled to

take root amid differing priorities and fragmented approaches.

One of the clearest examples of structural fragmentation is the disconnect between
technology teams with the various accounting service functions. difficulty in aligning tax
and technology teams within firms. This is particularly evident in Landmark Co, where #1-

A-Partner describes how this fragmentation created incompatible languages and mindsets:
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“Both of these teams speak very different languages. I am working with a team that is
working on a digital transformation and (a software) upgrade for clients. The team is very
(software)-driven, so they re familiar with how it works, what the functionalities are, but
they cannot understand what the client’s tax teams’ requirements are... When I deal with
them, I'm talking tax, but the technology side is talking codes, flows, and charts. We’re not

communicating effectively.”

(#1-A-Partner)

There exists also a misunderstanding that technology does not gel well with accounting. This
scepticism toward AIDA technologies translates into accountants’ reluctance to trust outputs
from automated systems, preferring familiar manual processes despite their inefficiency. In
Safeguard Co, #2-B-Director captures how this unfamiliarity with technology led to

resistance that permeated even senior levels

“Practically, if you don’t understand the technology or its logic, you tend not to trust it. So
even if the output is done, partners or directors might ask staff to double-check, even if it’s
200 pages long. Some choose not to use it, saying it’s more work to redo it if classified

wrongly. They prefer doing it from scratch using Excel.”

(#2-B-Director)

Structural fragmentation further compounds the problem when siloed departments develop
technological solutions in isolation, creating an organisational landscape where duplication
and inconsistency multiply. #5-C-Partner explains how this led to inefficiencies in

Trailblazer Co:

“Initially, the firm faced a significant challenge due to the lack of a coordinated approach.
Different teams within the firm were developing their own tools independently. This led to
a lot of duplication of effort and inefficiencies, as similar tools were being developed in
isolation across various teams. There was a clear need for a unified direction and a

’

collaborative effort on a global scale.’

(#5-C-Partner)

Adding to these complexities, #9-D-SeniorManager points out how evolving regulations

further complicate technology adoption in Keystone Co:
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“Recently, with changes in auditing standards, especially regarding technology solutions,
there’s been a heightened emphasis on maintaining quality and documentation standards.
This has introduced a challenge: when adopting new technology tools, we must also
consider how their output will be reviewed. This has led to a perception that using new
technology tools might require even more documentation than traditional methods, which

can be a deterrent for some.”

(#9-D-SeniorManager)

Across the Big 4s, scepticism and structural fragmentation reveal a complex tension between
traditional practices and technological advancement. This dynamic results in Big 4s
grappling with inefficiencies and misaligned teams as they navigate client expectations and
regulatory shifts. Such challenges complicate the balance between advancing technology

and meeting the practical demands of their clients and their internal service functions.
Mid-Tiers: Resource Constraints and Change Resistance

Mid-tiers face a different set of barriers in their Al-driven transformation journey,
characterised by resource constraints coupled with considerable amount of resistance to
technological change. Unlike Big 4s with their global resources, Mid-tiers must carefully
balance limited financial and human resources while simultaneously addressing established
work patterns that may not readily align with new digital approaches. This dual barrier
creates a complicated environment where technology adoption proceeds cautiously amid

competing priorities and organisational inertia.

The human dimension of change resistance is particularly prominent in Mid-tiers. In Reliable

Co, #16-E-Partner identifies people-centred challenges as their primary barrier:

“The primary challenge was with the internal resources, particularly the people aspect.
Human beings generally resist change, especially when it involves technology.”
(#16-E-Partner)

This reluctance to embrace technological change among individuals is compounded by
resource constraints that limit implementation options. In Benchmark Co, #17-F-

ManagingPartner describes how financial considerations and a tendency to rely on

established tools created a cautious approach:
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“Another challenge was the commercial aspect of switching to new software, like from
(older tool) to a more advanced but less established solution. The high cost and effort
required for such a transition, coupled with the scarcity of users familiar with the new

)

software, made us cautious.’

(#17-F-ManagingPartner)

The dual nature of resource constraints and change resistance is seen in Foresight Co, as

#18-G-Partner pointed out:

“The first challenge is the financial aspect, as the cost of technology can be substantial.
Secondly, there’s resistance to change within the team, particularly among the older

’

generation, which requires us to educate and ease them into new technologies.’

(#18-G-Partner)

Beyond financial limitations, the implementation burden creates additional resource strains.
In Synergy Co, #19-H-SeniorManager describes how the front-loaded effort of training the
RPA robot discouraged adoption:

“One challenge, particularly for auditors, was the additional work required to extract,
download, and save documents to teach the robot (for RPA). This was seen as extra work

upfront...”

(#19-H-SeniorManager)

The technical complexity of system integration further stretches limited resources, as

described by #20-E-Partner from Reliable Co:

“One significant challenge was integrating two specific software platforms, which proved
essential but difficult. A major part of this challenge involved data gathering, particularly

in areas like human resources and client engagement.”

(#20-E-Partner)

For Mid-tiers, resource constraints and resistance to change create a challenging predicament,
leaving them caught between well-resourced Big 4s and nimble Boutiques without the
financial capacity for bold initiatives yet facing increasing pressure to digitalise. Contending
with limited budgets, implementation complexities, and traditional working patterns, Mid-

tiers must be far more selective in their technology choices than their larger counterparts.
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This selective approach requires them to carefully demonstrate concrete returns on digital
investments and prioritise initiatives that offer clearer pathways to adoption and measurable

benefits.
Boutiques: Client Technology Resistance and Infrastructure Limitations

Boutiques contend with two interconnected barriers: clients’ aversion to technology and
internal infrastructure limitations. Although client resistance to new technologies is a
prevalent issue for all firm types, boutiques are more significantly impacted due to their
client-centric business models and the closer relationships they have with their clients. This
resistance, coupled with constraints on their technological infrastructure, poses substantial

obstacles for Boutiques as they pursue Al-driven digital transformation.

Client technology resistance represents a particularly critical barrier for Boutiques, whose
business models depend largely on close client relationships and tailored service delivery.
#21-J-ManagingPartner from Catalyst Co explains how this has a direct impact on their

transformation efforts:

“Another challenge was client education and buy-in. Many clients, especially older ones,
had a fixed mindset about how things should be done, based on outdated methods.
Convincing them to adopt new, more efficient digital processes was time-consuming and
often challenging. We had to do a lot of groundwork with these clients, many of whom

were not ready to embrace change readily.”

(#21-J-ManagingPartner)

This sentiment is echoed by #24-L-SeniorManager from Venture Co, who describes their

struggle to get client buy-in on the value that AIDA technologies bring:

“Another challenge was getting our clients on board with the new technologies and
convincing them of the value. Many clients were initially hesitant to embrace change and
were comfortable with the traditional ways of working. We had to put in a concerted effort
to educate them about the benefits of these tools, such as real-time financial visibility,

’

improved accuracy, and faster turnaround times.’

(#24-L-SeniorManager)

While larger firms can often alleviate client aversion through diversified client portfolios,

boutiques have to grapple with a more direct impact due to their smaller client pool and
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greater client dependencies. This is exacerbated by internal challenges in aligning the team

with digital initiatives, as noted by #22-K-ManagingPartner from Forward Co:

“The first challenge involved aligning the team with digital adoption, which required
changing mindsets. The second challenge was selecting the appropriate digital tools for
our business, addressed through research and experimentation. Ensuring data security and

privacy, particularly for remote work, was critical.”

(#22-K-ManagingPartner)

Beyond client resistance, another internal challenge they have to deal with is technological
infrastructure limitations that impedes their AIDA transformation goals. #23-L-
ManagingPartner from Venture Co highlights the system integration challenges they

encountered:

“We’ve faced challenges with different sofiware systems not integrating or communicating

effectively.”

(#23-L-ManagingPartner)

In Boutiques, client technology resistance and infrastructure limitations necessitate a
delicate balancing act between client interactions and advancement of digital transformation.
This dynamic compels Boutiques to navigate carefully through a narrow path where they
cannot implement digital solutions as extensively as larger firms might, yet must
nevertheless remain competitive by pursuing Al-driven digital transformation. These
constraints mean that Boutiques have to be highly strategic when implementing digital
initiatives, carefully choosing AIDA tools that can accommodate client preferences and still

function within their infrastructural capabilities.
7.5.2. Approaches to Overcoming Barriers

To overcome the primary barriers identified in 7.5.1, each firm type adopts a different
approach that is indicative of their unique organisational context and strategic priorities. Big
4s devise strategies to tackle scepticism and structural fragmentation, Mid-tiers develop
targeted solutions to overcome resource constraints and internal change resistance, while
Boutiques take more tailored approaches to deal with their clients’ technology resistance and
address infrastructure limitations. Each firm type adopts a unique approach of overcoming
barriers which lays the foundation for sustainable Al-driven digital transformation that

corresponds with their distinct market position.
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Big 4s: Centralised Innovation Teams with Comprehensive Formal Training

Programmes

To address scepticism and structural fragmentation, Big 4s set up centralised innovation
teams that bring together departments that were previously working independently in silos.
Complemented further by the running of formal training programmes that are designed to
build trust in AIDA technologies, these teams help to ensure that digital transformation
initiatives are well-coordinated. This approach draws on their scale and resources to build
cohesive organisational structures that enable Big 4s to overcome fragmentation while

concurrently addressing scepticism through education and sharing of success stories.

The importance of strong leadership in overcoming structural fragmentation is emphasised

by #1-A-Partner from Landmark Co:

“To make this process more successful, sometimes it requires a very strong message from
the top that we are going to head in this direction, this is the new generation of technology
we re supposed to be adopting, whether internally or externally, for our delivery work, and

we just have to sort of live with things that we may experience.”

(#1-A-Partner)

To overcome scepticism, firms focus on helping their staff make sense of the outputs from
these AIDA technologies rather than getting fixated on the technical. In Safeguard Co, #13-

B-Director explains this trust-building approach:

“Rather than focusing solely on the technical workings of new technologies, we have
prioritised training our staff on how to interpret the outputs these technologies produce.
We utilise various audit software that produces specific results, and our training
programmes are geared towards helping staff understand and make sense of these

results.”

(#13-B-Director)

A centralised approach taken by the Big 4s is to have dedicated innovation and digital teams
in response to structural fragmentation. #3-C-Partner explains how Trailblazer Co

established these specialised teams to unify previously siloed technology initiatives:
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“Firstly, we established an innovation team within our organisation. This team plays a
crucial role in boosting confidence among our less tech-savvy staff and provides necessary

’

support in technology implementation.’

(#3-C-Partner)

These teams are also supported by extensive training programmes aimed at addressing
technology scepticism throughout the firm. #10-D-SeniorManager highlights the upskilling

approach seen in Keystone Co:

“We have invested heavily in training programmes. These are conducted especially during
the off-peak seasons, making them accessible to all employees, from partners to junior
staff. We've transitioned to more virtual training methods. This shift has not only made

training more accessible but also increased participation across the firm, allowing us to

effectively disseminate knowledge and skills in digital technologies.”

(#10-D-SeniorManager)

Having centralised innovation teams and comprehensive formal training programmes help
Big 4s to systematically and gradually overcome the issues of scepticism and structural
fragmentation within their firm. With a unified approach to AIDA adoption supported by
knowledge-sharing and education, they progressively move past initial resistance towards

well-coordinated digital transformation.

Mid-Tiers: Project Champions with Protected Learning Time and Gamification

Initiatives

Mid-tiers overcome their resource constraints and change resistance through a pragmatic
combination of project champions who drive adoption within operational teams, protected
learning time that creates space for skill development amidst client pressures, and
gamification initiatives to encourage engagement with AIDA technologies. This approach
addresses their primary barriers through targeted, efficient interventions without having to

rely on resource-intensive transformation initiatives.

By appointing internal project champions to spearhead AIDA adoption, mid-tiers seek to
overcome the deep-rooted issue of change resistance. #18-G-Partner explains how Foresight

Co instigates change through these project champions:
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“We’ve also appointed project champions from our audit teams to understand IT tools’
functionality and potential workflow redesigns. These champions are audit managers

interested in process improvement.”’

(#18-G-Partner)

Benchmark Co takes a similar approach in the form of pilot teams who are enthusiastic about

trying out new technology, as #17-F-ManagingPartner shares:

“Our approach to developing digital talent and culture starts with identifying pilot teams
willing to explore new solutions. We aim to address specific pain points with these
solutions, thereby incentivising team members who feel these pains more acutely to engage

with the new technology.”

(#17-F-ManagingPartner)

Acknowledging the resource constraints that hinder the effectiveness of training
programmes, prevent extended training programmes, mid-tiers establish protected learning
time for staff to set aside for digital upskilling. #19-H-SeniorManager describes this

initiative taken by Synergy Co that frees up time for staff to explore new tools:

“To address this, we protected their time by setting aside specific periods for training,
ensuring they weren’t booked for any jobs during these times. This initiative allowed staff

to focus on learning and adopting new tools without the pressure of work commitments.”

(#19-H-SeniorManager)

#19-H-SeniorManager also shares about the gamification initiatives introduced by Synergy

Co to make technology adoption an engaging process so as to counter change resistance in

staff:

“In terms of promoting a culture of adoption, we introduced gamification elements. For
example, staff were encouraged to solve problems using tools like Alteryx, with rewards
for successful problem-solving. This approach, along with digital certificates and badges
for completing certain stages of learning, helped to make the learning process more

engaging and incentivising.”

(#19-H-SeniorManager)
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Realising that pushing for firm-wide transformation initiatives would put strain on their
limited resources, mid-tiers choose to take an incremental approach by prioritising the tasks
that could be digitalised easily. #15-E-Partner describes how Reliable Co needed a top-down

approach to overcome the initial resistance so this could pave the way for future initiatives:

“To counter this (resistance to change and limited resources), we implemented a top-down
strategy where certain new digital practices, such as digitalised journal entry testing, were
made compulsory. This directive approach helped in breaking through the initial

resistance and facilitated a smoother transition to new methods.”

(#15-E-Partner)

Mid-tiers are finding innovative ways to overcome resource constraints and resistance to
change by using practical, targeted interventions. Instead of pushing for sweeping, resource-
heavy transformations, they identify internal project champions and pilot teams to lead by
example, carving out dedicated time for digital upskilling and making the learning process
engaging with gamification. This incremental approach not only smooths the transition to
new technologies but also builds a culture of continuous improvement and digital confidence,

creating a greater acceptance for future AIDA adoption.
Boutiques: Process-First Approach with Selective Client Engagement

Boutiques tackle the challenges of client technology resistance and infrastructure limitations
with a process-first approach. Instead of rushing to adopt new tools right away, they first
concentrate on reshaping how work is done, ensuring that any AIDA technologies that get
introduced builds on an already strong operational base. Alongside this, they carefully
choose their clients, opting for those already inclined toward digital solutions. This dual
focus allows them to stretch their modest resources effectively while staying true their

commitment to putting their clients first.

#23-L-ManagingPartner laid out the reasoning for Venture Co’s process-first approach

plainly:

“A critical part of our approach has been to focus first on designing and stabilising the
processes that these technologies are meant to enhance or support. We believe that
establishing a solid foundation in terms of process efficiency and effectiveness is essential

before layering on technology. This ensures that when technology is introduced, it acts as
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a complement to an already robust process, rather than as a premature addition that might

not align well with the existing workflow.”

(#23-L-ManagingPartner)

Boutiques’ process-first approach is not applied only to clients but also internally, where
digitalisation is made a core strategic imperative for all levels within the firm. #24-L-

SeniorManager elaborates on how this was implemented in Venture Co:

“We had to make digitalisation a top strategic priority for the firm, not just a ‘nice to
have’ or side project. This required getting full buy-in and support from leadership at all
levels, from senior management down to junior staff. By clearly communicating the
benefits and importance of these initiatives, we were able to secure the necessary

resources and commitment.”

(#24-L-SeniorManager)

Similarly, Forward Co put in place a clear process for how technology was to be adopted
within the firm so as to overcome infrastructure limitations. #22-K-ManagingPartner

describes this pragmatic approach:

“We managed this through targeted training and emphasising the benefits. We also
implemented on-the-job training, where experienced users guide newcomers. This
approach led to varied learning speeds, but ultimately, everyone adapted, developing

muscle memory over time with regular usage.”

(#22-K-ManagingPartner)

Dealing with clients who balk at technology change is a common occurrence, which has led
to Boutiques becoming selective of the clients they engage with. #21-J-ManagingPartner

explains how Catalyst Co approaches this:

“One key lesson is the power of patience and timing. Since I'm relatively young, I had the
advantage of time, allowing me to wait for industry changes and retirements, which
opened up new opportunities. We focused on targeting trailblazing businesses and startups
that were more receptive to technological advancements. This approach helped us avoid
clients resistant to change. Another lesson was sticking to our guns and being selective

with clients. We realised that not every client is right for our transformed services.
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Sometimes, we had to turn down projects if we felt the client wasn’t open to our approach.

This selectiveness ensured that we didn’t compromise our values or service quality.”

(#21-J-ManagingPartner)

Boutiques approach client technology resistance and infrastructure limitations by pairing
pragmatic process-first approaches with being selective about clients they engage with. They
ensure that business process foundations are well-established for themselves and for their
clients first before sourcing out for the appropriate tools. This ensures that when technology
is implemented, it serves as a complementary enhancement rather than being disruptive to
operations. Their selectivity in choosing clients who are receptive to digital solutions directly
supports this approach. Combined, this helps Boutiques to reinforce their client-centric
commitment as they work within infrastructure limits while encouraging their clients to be

more receptive to technology.
7.5.3. Cultivating Key Enablers

Faced with the primary barriers mentioned in 7.5.1 that hinder Al-driven digital
transformation, accounting firms have taken different approaches to overcome them, as seen
in 7.5.2. To take the transformation further, accounting firms must actively cultivate specific
enablers. Likewise, these enablers differ across firm types and are based on their available
resources, organisational context, and strategic priorities. Beyond just addressing immediate
challenges, they also lay strong foundations for continuous digital transformation in an

increasingly technology-driven accounting industry.
Big 4s: Strategic Technology Partnerships with Proprietary Tool Development

Big 4s capitalise on their strong international networks and access to larger resource pools
through a two-pronged approach: forming strategic partnerships with leading technology
providers while simultaneously investing in their own proprietary tool development. This
balanced approach gives them access to cutting-edge external technologies while they

develop internal firm-specific capabilities that deliver competitive advantages.

Big 4’s investment in technology and strategic partnerships help to enhance client service
and improve operational efficiency. #1-A-Partner describes one such example for the tax

service function in Landmark Co:
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“For us, weve invested in a lot of in-house-built technology that supports us with client
delivery. This includes tools that could help with transfer pricing, deals, or compliance-
related work. We’ve also started to be more coordinated, using things that are maybe
(software)-based to help with the information and data flow. Selectively, we 've also had
some alliances or partnerships, joint projects with some other external parties as well to

help go to market with a client that has specific needs.”

(#1-A-Partner)

Developing proprietary tools is also something the Big 4s have committed to as #13-B-

Director from Safeguard Co highlights:

“In terms of digital infrastructure and specific technologies, our firm has made significant
investments in two key areas over the past three years. The first is data analytics,
particularly in the form of Power BI dashboards for management. Power Bl is a business
analytics service by Microsoft that provides interactive visualisations and business

intelligence capabilities.”

(#13-B-Director)

Taking this internal development a step further, Big 4s have also begun initiatives to develop
their own digital platforms to facilitate the connecting of data from different sources. #12-
D-Director elaborates on one such platform in Keystone Co that came about through their

digital accelerator initiative:

“Another initiative we have is the digital accelerator whereby we have different teams
trying to create a product and trying to go to market with that product. We have this data
platform initiative whereby it’s a single platform for many different data sets for anyone in
the firm to actually tap onto that resource and then interrogate data, visualise data,

’

analyse data, and so on.’

(#12-D-Director)

Finding the right balance between scalability needs and internal development efforts is

another crucial aspect which #5-C-Partner from Trailblazer Co sheds light on:

“One of the key factors in our technology strategy is scalability, as we deploy solutions

globally. This need for scalability has led us to closely partner with Microsoft. Their
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products offer a comprehensive environment that supports a range of functions essential to

our operations.”

(#5-C-Partner)

Big 4s leverage on their extensive global networks to establish strategic partnerships with
leading technology providers. This provides them access to the latest tools, which when
coupled simultaneously with proprietary tools they develop internally, help cultivate firm-

specific capabilities. This synergy further strengthens their competitive advantage.
Mid-Tiers: Pragmatic Technology Implementation with Client Analytics Focus

Mid-tiers are noticeably pragmatic in their approach to implementing AIDA technologies.
They place a strong emphasis on strategically adapting readily available commercial
technologies instead of investing heavily into developing proprietary tools. This allows them

to work within resource constraints while still delivering value to clients they service.

Mid-tiers rely on commercially-ready and easy-to-access AIDA tools, like Power BI with
Al Insights functionality to improve operational efficiency and service quality. #14-E-

Partner describes how this is done in Reliable Co:

“Using data analytics tools like Power BI has increased the accuracy, efficiency, and
quality of our work. Before, we manually reviewed vouchers, now, analytics automate this

. ~ . . . »
process, enhancing efficiency in accounting.

(#14-E-Partner)

This was echoed by #15-E-Partner, who emphasised their focus on analytics capabilities of

Power BI that supports their analysis work:

“Firstly, we have extensively integrated Power Bl tools into our operations. These tools
have revolutionised our data analytics capabilities, enabling us to conduct in-depth

2

analyses on large data sets.

(#15-E-Partner)

Through the introduction of client-focused analytics-enabled insights, Mid-tiers have
observed a surge in demand for data-driven solutions, highlighting their keen understanding
of clients’ needs. #17-F-ManagingPartner shares one such example for Benchmark Co’s

client:
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“An interesting outcome from our exploration of data analytics was the increased demand
from clients for the insights generated. For example, using Power BI, we were able to
provide valuable visualisations for a (client), showcasing areas with outstanding (due

payments). This not only facilitated their collection efforts but also created a demand for

’

these services, illustrating the client-driven need for digital capabilities.’

(#17-F-ManagingPartner)

Mid-tiers tend to also focus on the practical applications rather than the sophisticated
technical details of the AIDA technologies they implement. #18-G-Partner explains how this

helps to make technology accessible to staff in Foresight Co who are less technical:

“We ve integrated Microsoft tools for both internal efficiency and client services, along

with UiPath for automating processes. Our approach doesn’t require staff to become IT

experts but to understand and apply IT solutions effectively. Training our team to use IT
tools efficiently, without needing to learn coding, is part of our strategy. The objective is to

leverage these tools for value-added services and problem-solving.”

(#18-G-Partner)

This applies also to how Mid-tiers structure their data processes, as they might choose to use
complementary tools for different stages of the analytics workflow. #19-H-SeniorManager

describes how Power BI and Alteryx are used hand-in-hand at Synergy Co:

“Power Bl is another tool that proved very useful, especially for auditors. It’s beneficial
for creating dashboards and reports for audit committees, allowing for better visualisation
of information. The general approach was to clean and organise data using Alteryx and

then present it through Power Bl dashboards.”

(#19-H-SeniorManager)

The pragmatic approach to implement commercial technologies taken by Mid-tiers is a key
enabler for their Al-driven digital transformation. By focusing on practical applications
rather than technical complexity, they make these tools accessible firm-wide so that staff can
deliver greater value to clients. Through the deployment of ready-made technologies in ways
that both enhance internal efficiency and deliver tangible client insights, Mid-tiers are able

to maximise value while working within resource constraints.
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Boutiques: Digital-First Culture with Tiered Expertise Development Models

Without a wealth of resources at their disposal, Boutiques turn to talent development and
cultural transformation as strategic priorities. Through inculcating a digital-first mindset
firm-wide while implementing a tiered expertise model, they can maximise their limited
human resources. Boutiques focus on tweaking their talent approach and organisational

culture to develop capabilities that enhance their client-centric focus and niche specialisation.

Building a digital-first culture is crucial to Boutiques, as it enables them to leverage their
workforce talents as the primary driver of transformation despite infrastructural limitations.

#22-K-ManagingPartner elaborates on how this is the cultural emphasis in Forward Co:

“First, it’s about talent development through training and using digital tools effectively.
We're focusing on equipping our team with the skills necessary for digital tasks. Second,
we 've emphasised the importance of a digital-first mindset among our employees. It’s not
Jjust about using tools but also understanding and embracing digital transformation.
Lastly, we’ve been fostering a culture of continuous learning and adaptability, which is
crucial in the fast-paced digital world. This includes encouraging our staff to stay updated

)

with the latest digital trends and technologies.’

(#22-K-ManagingPartner)

Another significant cultural transformation in Boutiques is the redesigning of roles to shift
away from traditional accounting tasks that are routine in nature. #21-J-ManagingPartner
explains how Catalyst Co has transitioned their staff to use technology to provide higher-

value advisory services to clients:

“Our journey in digital transformation has shown several benefits. Internally, it has
significantly impacted our workplace culture. Traditionally, accounting firms struggle with
work-life balance, which motivated me to explore ways to improve this aspect. One of our
hypotheses was to enable graduates to engage in more analytical tasks from the outset.
Digital transformation allows us to replace preparer roles with Al, leading to roles
focused on quality checking and decision-making. In terms of corporate strategy, we’ve
invested in redesigning our processes and job descriptions. Our roles now differ
significantly from traditional accounting firms, with a strong focus on managing

technology and processes.”
(#21-J-ManagingPartner)
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A distinctive characteristic of boutiques is their implementation of tiered expertise models
that ensures appropriate skill distribution throughout the firm so that talent utilisation can be

optimised. #23-L-ManagingPartner describes this structured approach in Venture Co:

“The development of digital talent and culture in our firm is structured around a multi-
tiered approach. The initial level involves ensuring that every member of our team gains at
least a fundamental understanding of technology and its application in our context.
Moving to the second level, we have identified specific individuals within various segments
of our firm who can act as ‘digital champions.’ For scenarios that demand a higher degree
of complexity and specialisation, we have a group of experts who handle these advanced

’

digital challenges.’

(#23-L-ManagingPartner)

Faced with resource limitations, Boutiques make a strategic choice to focus on developing
their workforce to become their greatest asset. By nurturing a digital-first culture and
building a tiered expertise in throughout the firm, they develop capabilities in their
workforce to better serve their clients’ needs. As such, they are able to overcome
infrastructural limitations and clients’ resistance to technology by leveraging on a

continuously learning workforce that keeps them agile and competitive.
7.5.4. Synthesis of Barriers and Enablers across Firm Types

The barriers encountered during Al-driven digital transformation, the approaches taken to
overcome them, and the enablers cultivated to sustain progress vary across accounting firms
of different types (sizes). This synthesis brings together these interconnected dimensions
covered in sections 7.5.1, 7.5.2, and 7.5.3 to present a clearer picture of how firm type
impacts digital transformation strategies. The evidence suggests that Al-driven digital
transformation is not a homogenous process but rather a strategic endeavour influenced by

firm size, resource availability, organisational context, and market positioning.

Big 4s approach Al-driven digital transformation with an emphasis on infrastructure and
standardisation. The primary barriers they face are from within the firm, where there is
scepticism towards AIDA technologies and structural fragmentation internally. These issues
are evident in the disconnect between technology and accounting teams, staff’s hesitation
with trusting outputs derived from the tools, and isolated technology initiatives across
different departments. To overcome these barriers, Big 4s tap on their global networks for

scale and resources to set up centralised innovation teams that consolidate previously
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disjointed initiatives while formalising extensive training programmes to foster confidence
in AIDA technologies among their staff. This two-pronged approach promotes strategic
alignment across their global networks while concurrently addressing the scepticism that
hampers adoption. Building upon these foundational efforts, Big 4s cultivate strategic
partnerships with technology industry leaders whilst simultaneously investing in proprietary
tool development. Through this balanced strategy, they have access to the latest technologies
in the market while developing firm-specific capabilities that deliver competitive advantages.
The combination of centralised coordination, formal training programmes, strategic
partnerships, and internal technology development creates a robust ecosystem that reinforces
their position as market leaders and enables standardisation of AIDA capabilities across their

global operations.

For Mid-tiers, Al-driven digital transformation is seen primarily as a means to improve
operational efficiency because they are faced with financial and human resource constraints
as well as resistance to technological change. Such barriers require mid-tiers to be prudent
in their implementation approaches as they carefully balance competing priorities and
established work patterns. To overcome these barriers, a targeted approach is needed,
combining projects champions who drive AIDA adoption, protected learning time to give
staff the space and freedom to develop technology skills, and gamification initiatives to
encourage engagement with AIDA technologies. The findings reveal a pattern of focused,
efficient interventions that address primary barriers without relying on resource-intensive
transformation initiatives. Mid-tiers enhance their transformation capabilities further by
implementing practical and commercially available technologies with a specific focus on
client analytics. Rather than pursuing proprietary development, they adapt such readily
available tools strategically to work within resource constraints while ensuring they are still
delivering value to clients. By emphasising practical applications rather than technical
complexity, they make these tools accessible firm-wide, allowing staff to enhance internal
efficiency and deliver data-driven client insights. This measured, incremental approach
ultimately allows mid-tiers to steadily build digital capabilities that maintain their

competitiveness in serving their local and regional mid-sized clients.

Boutiques, on the other hand, view Al-driven digital transformation through the lens of
client-centric specialisation. Due to their client-centric business models, their digital
transformation journey is greatly affected by clients’ technology resistance. At the same time,
they are faced with infrastructure limitations, which further restricts their development of

technological capabilities. To address these challenges, they take a process-first approach
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where technology is introduced only after strong operational foundations have been
established while concurrently being intentional about engaging with clients who are
receptive to digital solutions. This structured response allows Boutiques to make the most
of their limited resources while remaining dedicated to providing clients with tailored
services. To supplement their digital transformation pursuits further, Boutiques nurture a
firm-wide digital-first culture and implement tiered expertise development models to
optimise talent utilisation. This fosters a continuously learning workforce where their
traditional roles have been redesigned so they focus on higher-value advisory services,
thereby turning their workforce into Boutiques’ greatest assets. Their firm culture and talent-
focused strategy helps them overcome infrastructural limitations and client resistance
supported by a workforce that is agile and digitally confident, which then strengthens their

provision of specialised services to niche markets.

The cross-case analysis finds that the approach to Al-driven digital transformation varies
across firm types and is based on each firm type’s unique organisational context and strategic
objectives. Big 4s pursue an infrastructure-centric transformation to strengthen their market
dominance through digital capabilities that stem from standardisation and the development
of proprietary solutions. Mid-tiers favour a pragmatic, incremental approach that prioritises
operational efficiency improvement within resource constraints so they can maintain
competitiveness in their target market segment. Boutiques commit to a people-centric,
specialised transformation to differentiate themselves from their larger counterparts by

training up a digitally confident workforce that can deliver client-specific solutions.

The evidence suggests therefore that, successful Al-driven digital transformation in
accounting firms goes beyond merely adopting technology. Instead, it also requires strategic
alignment between technological initiatives, organisational context, resource capabilities,
and market positioning. The barriers firms encounter, approaches they take to overcome
those barriers, and the enablers they cultivate are intricately linked with their firm type (size)
and strategic objectives. As such, the transformation journeys that each firm type go on are
found to be quite unique from each other. The analysis finds that accounting firms’
approaches to overcoming barriers and cultivating enablers for Al-driven digital
transformation are fundamentally shaped by their perceptions of transformation relative to

their distinct organisational identities and market positions.
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7.6. Summary of Cross-Case Analysis

In conclusion, this chapter reports the cross-case findings on how accounting firms build
DCs in AIDA as they pursue digital transformation. Table 7-6 summarises these cross-case

findings across all four research questions.
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Table 7-6: Tabulated Summary of Cross-Case Findings

Summary of Cross-Case Findings

Research Objective 1 — To explore
how accounting firms sense and
seize opportunities for adopting
AIDA technologies.

RQ1: How do accounting firms sense and seize opportunities for adopting Artificial Intelligence-driven Analytics technologies?

Evidence demonstrates that accounting firms employ two distinct organisational focuses and four types of exploratory initiatives when recognising AIDA opportunities.

The two organisational focuses identified across the 11 firms are (a) Client-Centred approach (Landmark Co, Safeguard Co, Keystone Co, Reliable Co, Forward Co, Venture Co) and (b)
Process-Oriented approach (Trailblazer Co, Benchmark Co, Foresight Co, Synergy Co, Catalyst Co).

Firms engage in four types of exploratory initiatives: (a) Client Readiness Profiling, (b) Tech Trends Tracking, (c) Workflow Mapping, and (d) Technology Piloting.

All 11 accounting firms conduct Client Readiness Profiling and Workflow Mapping, indicating these are fundamental activities in identifying AIDA opportunities regardless of firm size.

10 of the 11 firms actively track technology trends, with only Forward Co not explicitly engaging in this exploratory initiative.

8 firms conduct Technology Piloting to assess AIDA solutions’ effectiveness before wider deployment.

Responsiveness levels vary, with 8 firms categorised as “Highly Proactive” and 3 firms as “Moderately Proactive” in their approach to identifying AIDA opportunities.

When implementing AIDA for client services, firms prioritise three distinct areas: Client-Focused Enhancements (Trailblazer Co, Synergy Co, Catalyst Co), Operational Efficiency
(Safeguard Co, Foresight Co, Venture Co), and Compliance and Risk Management (Landmark Co, Keystone Co, Reliable Co, Benchmark Co, Forward Co).

Implementation spans four primary AIDA use cases: Advanced Analytics with ML (9 firms), Data Visualisation (8 firms), Automation (6 firms), and Document Processing (3 firms).

Integration approaches vary from Firm-Wide Integration (4 firms) to Phased Rollout (5 firms) and Targeted Departmental Rollout (3 firms).

Resource allocation demonstrates firms’ commitment to AIDA adoption, with 5 firms making Significant Investment and 6 firms making Moderate Investment.
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Evidence points to all firms undertaking significant reconfiguration efforts, though approaches vary based on firm size and strategic priorities.

Firms with Client-Focused Enhancement priorities (Trailblazer Co, Synergy Co, Catalyst Co) restructure operations to deliver personalised insights through AIDA tools, enhancing the
value proposition for clients.

Firms focusing on Operational Efficiency (Safeguard Co, Foresight Co, Venture Co) reorganise workflows to incorporate Al-driven automation, significantly reducing manual tasks and
improving productivity.

Firms prioritising Compliance and Risk Management (Landmark Co, Keystone Co, Reliable Co, Benchmark Co, Forward Co) reconfigure processes to standardise data handling, improve
risk detection, and strengthen regulatory alignment.

Client expectations have evolved from viewing compliance as a baseline requirement to demanding data-driven insights that empower better business decisions.

The integration of AIDA technologies follows a progressive trajectory, beginning with basic process improvements before advancing to sophisticated data analytics capabilities.

Firm-Wide Integration approaches typically correspond with Significant Investment, reflecting comprehensive commitment to transformative AIDA adoption.

Partial implementation strategies (Phased or Targeted) are generally supported by Moderate Investment levels, balancing transformation goals with implementation costs and risks.

Research Objective 2 — To examine
how accounting firms reconfigure
their structures, processes, and
practices to integrate AIDA
technologies.

RQ2: How do accounting firms reconfigure their structures, processes, and practices to integrate Artificial Intelligence-driven Analytics technologies?

Evidence points to all firms undertaking significant reconfiguration efforts across structural, process, and practice dimensions.

Structural changes include establishing innovation and digital teams (seven firms: Landmark LLC, Trailblazer LLC, Keystone LLC, Reliable LLC, Benchmark LLC, Foresight LLC, and
Catalyst LLC) and implementing coordination mechanisms across departments and service lines.

Process changes encompass three main areas: system infrastructure upgrades (Landmark LLC, Keystone LLC, Benchmark LLC, Foresight LLC, and Forward Pte Ltd), process automation
(seven firms including Landmark LLC, Safeguard LLC, Trailblazer LLC), and data analytics implementation (most explicitly in Safeguard LLC, Trailblazer LLC, Keystone LLC, and
Venture Pte Ltd).

Firms reshape internal practices through cross-functional collaboration (highest in Safeguard LLC and Trailblazer LLC), digital upskilling (highest in Keystone LLC and Synergy LLC),
and role transformation from routine to strategic functions (most advanced in six firms including Safeguard LLC and Trailblazer LLC).

The reconfiguration approaches align with firms’ strategic priorities, with some emphasising structural innovations while others focus on process improvements or practice
transformations.

228




Firms’ reconfiguration efforts demonstrate progressive maturity, with initial focus on structural adjustments leading to process refinements and ultimately to fundamental practice
transformations.

Evidence indicates that successful AIDA integration requires multi-dimensional reconfiguration rather than isolated technological implementations.

Research Objective 3 — To
determine why accounting firms
adopt specific AIDA technologies
over others.

RQ3: Why do accounting firms adopt specific Artificial Intelligence-driven Analytics technologies over others?

Clear evidence indicates that firm type (Big 4s, Mid-tiers, Boutiques) significantly influences AIDA technology selection, with distinctive patterns in strategic drivers, use case
identification approaches, and decision-making structures.

Strategic Drivers for Selecting AIDA Technologies:

Big 4s (Landmark Co, Safeguard Co, Trailblazer Co, Keystone Co) prioritise market leadership through global scalability and regulatory alignment, selecting AIDA solutions deployable
across international networks.

Mid-tiers (Reliable Co, Benchmark Co, Foresight Co, Synergy Co) focus on competitive positioning through cost efficiency and workflow optimisation, choosing technologies that address
operational bottlenecks.

Boutiques (Catalyst Co, Forward Co, Venture Co) emphasise differentiation through client-specific, high-value advisory services, adopting tools that enhance customisation capabilities.

Approach to Identifying AIDA Use Cases:

Big 4s proactively monitor emerging client needs and regulatory shifis, ensuring firm-wide AIDA standardisation while maintaining market leadership.

Mid-tiers implement AIDA incrementally, focusing on minimising operational bottlenecks and optimising resource allocation through pilot testing.

Boutiques selectively adopt AIDA technologies tailored to niche market demands and bespoke client needs, emphasising specialisation.

Decision-Making Structures for AIDA Selection:

Big 4s employ centralised global coordination with local and regional flexibility, ensuring strategic consistency while adapting to market-specific needs.
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Mid-tiers utilise decentralised, pragmatic implementation approaches, with department-driven evaluation guiding technology selection.

Boutiques maintain agile, client-driven decision processes that enable rapid adaptation to changing client requirements in niche markets.

Research Objective 4 — To analyse
how accounting firms overcome
barriers and cultivate enablers for
digital transformation driven by
AIDA technologies.

RQ4: How do accounting firms overcome barriers and cultivate enablers for digital transformation driven by Artificial Intelligence-driven Analytics technologies?

Implementation challenges vary substantially by firm size and type, with distinct barriers and enablers emerging across the spectrum of accounting practices.

Big 4s navigate global standardisation complexities by leveraging centralised coordination while allowing for necessary local adaptations to market and regulatory requirements.

Mid-tiers address resource constraints through incremental implementation strategies, carefully evaluating ROI before expanding AIDA deployments.

Boutiques overcome client adoption resistance by demonstrating tangible value through customised AIDA applications that address specific client pain points.

Initial resistance from staff is mitigated through education and skill development programs, with firms demonstrating measurable improvements in service quality.

Technology selection challenges are resolved through structured assessment frameworks and rigorous pilot testing to ensure alignment with strategic objectives.

Technical integration challenges are addressed through vendor partnerships, internal consulting teams, and project champions who bridge domain expertise with technological
implementation.

Cultural transformation emerges as a critical enabler, with firms transitioning from traditional approaches to technology-first mindsets in problem-solving.

Regulatory compliance functions as both a barrier (due to complex requirements) and an enabler (driving innovation in risk management solutions).

Successful firms demonstrate an iterative learning approach, systematically applying lessons from previous AIDA implementations to refine future adoption strategies.
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Firstly, Table 7-6 indicates that this chapter achieves research objective one by examining
how accounting firms sense and seize opportunities for AIDA adoption. A key finding to
emerge from this research objective is that firms utilise two distinct organisational focuses
combined with four exploratory initiatives to recognise AIDA opportunities which relates to
the sensing component. Six of the eleven firms demonstrate a Client-Centred approach,
while five firms exhibit a Process-Oriented focus. All firms engage in Client Readiness
Profiling and Workflow Mapping, with most also Tracking Technology Trends and
conducting Technology Piloting. These activities help firms identify where AIDA can

deliver value, with varying levels of proactiveness observed across the cases.

The analysis also reveals that firms prioritise different areas when implementing AIDA,
corresponding with the seizing component: Client-Focused Enhancements (Trailblazer Co,
Synergy Co, Catalyst Co), Operational Efficiency (Safeguard Co, Foresight Co, Venture Co),
and Compliance and Risk Management (Landmark Co, Keystone Co, Reliable Co,
Benchmark Co, Forward Co). Building on these priorities, firms deploy AIDA across four
main use cases: Advanced Analytics with ML, Data Visualisation, Automation, and
Document Processing. The integration scope ranges from targeted departmental rollouts to
comprehensive firm-wide implementations, with corresponding resource commitments

reflecting each firm’s transformation strategy.

Secondly, Table 7-6 shows that this chapter achieves research objective two by exploring
how accounting firms reconfigure their structures, processes, and practices to integrate
AIDA. The analysis reveals that firms make significant structural changes, with seven firms
establishing innovation and digital teams while others emphasise coordination mechanisms.
Process changes include system infrastructure upgrades (five firms), process automation
(seven firms), and data analytics implementation (four firms). Firms also reshape internal
practices through varying levels of cross-functional collaboration, digital upskilling (with
Keystone LLC and Synergy LLC showing particularly high levels), and role transformation
(where six firms demonstrate moderate-to-high levels). These multi-dimensional
reconfigurations create the organisational foundations necessary for successful AIDA
integration, with firms adopting approaches that align with their strategic priorities and

resource capacities.

Table 7-6 also demonstrates that this chapter fulfils research objective three by determining
why accounting firms adopt specific AIDA technologies over others. Firm type emerges as

a significant factor influencing technology selection. Big 4s (Landmark Co, Safeguard Co,
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Trailblazer Co, Keystone Co) select technologies that can scale globally and allow them to
maintain market leadership. Mid-tiers (Reliable Co, Benchmark Co, Foresight Co, Synergy
Co) choose tools that improve cost efficiency and workflow optimisation that will help to
enhance their competitive positioning. Boutiques (Catalyst Co, Forward Co, Venture Co)
adopt technologies that enable client-specific, high-value services to differentiate themselves
in niche markets. These strategic drivers guide the decisions that each firm type makes in

relation to the AIDA technologies they choose to adopt.

Finally, Table 7-6 reports that research objective four is addressed through the analysis of
how accounting firms overcome barriers and cultivate enablers for Al-driven digital
transformation. Big 4s primarily deal with scepticism and siloed structures, Mid-tiers
contend with limited resources and change resistance, while Boutiques struggle with clients’
technology aversion and infrastructure constraints. Big 4s set up centralised innovation
teams, formalise training programmes, and establish strategic tech partnerships (including
proprietary tool development) to overcome scepticism and fragmentation; Mid-tiers
combine project champions, protected learning time, gamification, and pragmatic use of
commercial tools to address resource constraints and change resistance; and Boutiques use
a process-first approach, selective client engagement, and a digital-first culture with tiered
expertise to tackle clients’ aversion to technology and internal infrastructure limitations. All
of these help accounting firms overcome the primary barriers and cultivate enablers for

sustainable Al-driven transformation.

The cross-case analysis finds that although accounting firms pursue Al-driven digital
transformation primarily to enhance client service delivery, they take different approaches
based on their firm type (size), market position, and strategic goals. These findings provide
insight into how accounting firms develop DCs in AIDA as they pursue digital
transformation in order to stay competitive amid an increasingly technology-driven
professional services landscape. The subsequent (and final) chapter will discuss these
findings through the context of existing literature before concluding with the implications of

this research.
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CHAPTER 8. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

8.1 Introduction

The transformative impact of AIDA on accounting goes beyond operational efficiency to
fundamental changes in the way accounting firms deliver services to their clients. The
findings from this thesis show how the accounting profession is reshaping. Instead of being
eliminated, accounting work is being redefined, as routine tasks are automated and
professionals engage increasingly in higher-value advisory activities. This transformation
aligns with previous research challenging Frey and Osborne’s (2013, 2017) deterministic
views of technological displacement (Arntz et al., 2017; Stephany and Lorenz, 2021) while

stressing the need for systematic capability development at the firm level.

Against this backdrop, this thesis aimed to explore how accounting firms build DCs in AIDA
as they pursue digital transformation. Through a rigorous analysis of 24 participants from 11
accounting firms in Singapore, spanning Big 4s, Mid-tiers, and Boutiques, this research has
revealed the complex processes through which these firms sense and seize AIDA
opportunities, reconfigure their structures and practices, select specific technologies, and
overcome barriers to transformation. In doing so, this research addresses a critical gap
identified by Warner and Wager (2019), who emphasise that digital transformation, with
AIDA adoption as a critical component, represents not a one-time event but rather a
continuous process requiring firms to build, maintain, and enhance their DCs to remain

competitive.
The objectives of this concluding chapter are fourfold:

1. To synthesise the empirical findings through the theoretical lenses of DCs, SAP, and

TIP, while considering the impact of digital transformation

2. To propose the ADAPT Model as a theoretical framework for understanding how
accounting firms build capabilities for AIDA

3. To identify key practical insights emerging from the theoretical contribution for

accounting practice, policy, and education

4. To acknowledge the limitations of this research while outlining areas for theoretical

extension and empirical validation through future research
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This chapter will synthesise the empirical findings in Chapter 7 (gathered from the semi-
structured interviews) in relation to existing literature on DCs, practice-based theories (SAP
and TIP), and digital transformation. It will present the ADAPT Model and its implications
for accounting firms of different types as they navigate AIDA adoption. The chapter will
also discuss the limitations of this research and suggest directions for future studies, while
outlining recommendations for policy-makers and practitioners. Finally, this research will
close with concluding remarks on the economic impacts of AIDA adoption in the accounting

profession.
8.2 Synthesis of Cross-Case Findings with Theoretical Frameworks

This section integrates the empirical findings summarised in Tables 7-1 through 7-6 with the
theoretical foundations established in Chapters 2-5, consolidating the theoretical insights
from the DCs framework (Teece, 2007), SAP (Jarzabkowski, 2004, 2005; Whittington, 1996,
2003, 2006), and TIP (Orlikowski, 2000), while taking into account the implications of
digital transformation (Hanelt et al., 2021; Hess et al., 2016; Vial, 2019, 2021). Following
the structure of the four research objectives, this synthesis reveals how accounting firms of

different types develop capabilities for AIDA adoption through distinct but related processes.
8.2.1 Sensing and Seizing AIDA Opportunities

The cross-case findings presented in Tables 7-1 and 7-2 reveal accounting firms’ approaches
to recognising and pursuing AIDA opportunities. Through careful analysis of the data, two
organisational focuses emerged: Client-Centred (Landmark Co, Safeguard Co, Keystone Co,
Reliable Co, Forward Co, Venture Co) and Process-Oriented (Trailblazer Co, Benchmark
Co, Foresight Co, Synergy Co, Catalyst Co). What stands out in the cross-case analysis is
that regardless of their focus, all firms engaged in client readiness profiling, workflow
mapping, and technology trends tracking, while the majority also conducted technology

piloting.

Teece’s (2007) DCs framework offers a theoretical context for these findings, particularly
regarding sensing and seizing capabilities. The empirical data collected from the case studies
extends beyond abstract capabilities, revealing how these capabilities materialise in the
everyday practices of accounting firms. By examining these practices through the SAP lens
(Jarzabkowski, 2004, 2005; Whittington, 1996, 2003, 2006), a deeper understanding of

capability development emerged from the analysis.
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One of the key practices identified in the cross-case analysis was client readiness profiling,
which represents a tangible manifestation of sensing capabilities in practice. The findings
demonstrated how this practice enables firms to identify opportunities for AIDA adoption
based on client needs and technological readiness. Similarly, the cross-case data showed
firms doing workflow mapping to identify process inefficiencies that could be addressed
through AIDA implementation. These activities are examples of strategy being “a socially
accomplished, situated activity” rather than a static organisational characteristic
(Jarzabkowski, 2005). This insight contributes to understanding how abstract DCs
materialise in accounting firms’ everyday activities, extending Schilke et al.’s (2018) work

on the microfoundations of capabilities.

Besides client readiness profiling, the findings also highlight that accounting firms engage
in technology trends tracking, which is another form of environmental scanning that plays a
key role in developing DCs by enabling firms to identify external opportunities (Bititci et
al., 2011). These environmental scanning activities can be viewed as a form anticipatory
innovation that allows firms to strategically position themselves in relation to emerging
technologies (Ates et al., 2023). In the accounting industry, where constant changes in
regulatory requirements and client expectations are commonplace, the strategic response of
proactively monitoring emerging technologies such as Al and other cognitive technologies

becomes all the more important if they want to integrate AIDA into their work.

Another interesting finding was the varying degrees of proactiveness, with eight firms
categorised as “Highly Proactive” and three as “Moderately Proactive,” indicating that there
are differences in how sensing capabilities are developed and deployed across the sample.
As shown in Table 7-1, highly proactive firms often engaged in all four exploratory
initiatives, developing monitoring protocols that spanned both internal operations and
external market developments. These firms are typically highly committed to identifying
suitable technologies and maintain systematic processes for evaluating potential AIDA
applications. Teece (2007) would regard such firms as having superior sensing capabilities.
The different proactiveness levels discovered in the analysis extend Yigitbasioglu et al.’s
(2023) research on digital advisors in accounting, showing how firms that proactively sense
technology opportunities are better positioned to develop advisory capabilities that combine

accounting expertise with technological knowledge.

The systematic approach to sensing activities observed across the cases aligns with what
Rikhardsson and Yigitbasioglu (2018) documented in their study of accounting firms’

technology adoption practices. However, as Buchheit et al. (2020) emphasise, clients’
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impressions of value often drive actual adoption of these technologies. The cross-case
analysis revealed that firms must not only improve their internal capacity but also match
their strategies with client expectations to properly implement AIDA solutions. These
insights advance understanding by demonstrating how sensing activities vary based on

organisational focus and strategic priorities.

What was also noteworthy is the variation in organisational focus presented in Table 7-1
showing how strategic intentions shape sensing activities. The findings showed that client-
centred firms perceived AIDA opportunities as a means to bring clients more value through
enhanced service delivery, while process-oriented firms emphasised internal efficiency and
operational improvements. This distinction influenced not just how firms identified
opportunities but also which opportunities they prioritised for action. These findings echo
the notion that successful digital transformation requires overcoming cognitive barriers to
recognise appropriate digital opportunities within firms’ specific contexts. The evidence
from the cross-case analysis reveals how accounting firms’ different cognitive frameworks,
which is operationalised as their organisational focus (being either client-centred or process-
oriented) create distinct approaches to identifying technological opportunities (Volberda et

al., 2021).

When examining how firms move from sensing to seizing opportunities through
implementation, the cross-case analysis presented in Table 7-2 identified three distinct
priority areas: Client-Focused Enhancements (Trailblazer Co, Synergy Co, Catalyst Co),
Operational Efficiency (Safeguard Co, Foresight Co, Venture Co), and Compliance and Risk
Management (Landmark Co, Keystone Co, Reliable Co, Benchmark Co, Forward Co).
These priorities guided firms’ implementation based on specific AIDA use cases, where
Advanced Analytics with ML and Data Visualisation emerging as the two most common use
cases across the sample. This finding extends conceptualisations of digital transformation
stages by showing how accounting firms move from basic digitisation (converting analogue
information to digital) toward more sophisticated digitalisation (process optimisation) and
full digital transformation (business model innovation) based on their strategic priorities

(Verhoef et al., 2021).

Digital transformation research has increasingly recognised that organisations progress
through sequential phases of transformation, each requiring distinct capabilities for
successful execution, as the cross-case findings also show. The findings reveal how
accounting firms prioritise different aspects of transformation based on their strategic

positioning and operational context (Ates and Acur, 2022). This supports the notion that
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digital transformation is not a uniform journey but a multifaceted process requiring different

capabilities at different stages.

These implementation priorities revealed by the cross-case analysis also align with Kokina
et al.’s (2025) findings regarding Al adoption in auditing, which distinguished between
“simple AI” applications (focused on data extraction and process automation) and “complex
AI” applications (including deep learning and GenAl). The research found that most firms
focus their initial AIDA implementation on more established applications like advanced
analytics with ML and data visualisation, while taking a more experimental approach with
emerging technologies. This reflects the practical challenges of implementing cutting-edge

or “complex AI” in a highly regulated profession like accounting.

With accounting being a highly regulated industry, it did not come as a surprise that the
findings highlighted “compliance and risk management” as ranking highly among concerns
for accounting firms. The analysis revealed that AIDA tools help firms standardise customer
data in an easily accessible manner so they can proactively manage risks at different
assertion levels. The findings also showed that these tools optimise continuous monitoring,
data analytics, and reporting, thus enabling firms to more effectively identify and mitigate
risks while providing assurance of regulatory compliance (Davenport and Ronanki, 2018;
Issa et al., 2016; Vasarhelyi et al., 2015). This insight from the research contributes to
understanding how AIDA adoption addresses the distinctive regulatory pressures within the

accounting profession.

Another notable finding from the cross-case analysis was the variation in integration scope,
with firms adopting three different approaches: targeted departmental rollouts (3 firms),
phased rollout (5 firms), and firm-wide integration (4 firms). This observed variance,
documented in Table 7-2, relates to the contextual nature of capability development
(Eisenhardt and Martin, 2000), with firms adapting their seizing strategies to align with their
organisational structures, resource availability, and strategic objectives. Similarly, the data
showed resource allocation levels among all 11 firms were either “Significant” or
“Moderate”), reflecting their strategic commitment to AIDA adoption. This finding connects
with Verhoef et al.’s (2021) assertion that successful digital transformation requires
dedicated digital resources and appropriate organisational restructuring, indicating that
accounting firms allocate resources differently based on their strategic priorities and

transformation goals.
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These findings expand the DCs framework by revealing that sensing and seizing capabilities
are not uniform across organisations but are shaped by firm-specific characteristics and
strategic priorities. The SAP perspective further enhances this understanding by showing
how these capabilities are observed through specific organisational practices instead of
abstract processes. Integrating these two theoretical perspectives together with the empirical
findings highlights how effective capability development requires alignment between

strategic intent, organisational structure, and day-to-day practices.
8.2.2 Reconfiguring Structures, Processes, and Practices

Table 7-3 presents the cross-case analysis findings that highlight the differences in how
accounting firms reconfigure their organisational structures, processes, and practices to
integrate  AIDA technologies. These reconfigurations encompass structural changes
(establishing innovation teams and enhancing coordination mechanisms), process changes
(upgrading system infrastructure, automating processes, and implementing data analytics),
and practice changes (fostering cross-functional collaboration, investing in digital upskilling,

and transforming roles).

The ‘transforming’ component of Teece’s (2007) DCs framework provides theoretical
insights into these reconfiguration activities, as firms adjust their resource base to
accommodate new technologies and capabilities. The empirical findings take things a step
further by revealing more granular patterns in how transformation unfolds practically. For
example, the research identified two key structural changes: the formation of innovation and
digital teams (Landmark Co, Trailblazer Co, Keystone Co, Reliable Co, Benchmark Co,
Foresight Co, Catalyst Co) and the enhancement of coordination mechanisms (Landmark
Co, Safeguard Co, Trailblazer Co, Keystone Co, Reliable Co, Synergy Co, Catalyst Co,
Forward Co, Venture Co). Some firms also pursued both simultaneously, establishing
dedicated innovation teams while also strengthening coordination across existing

departments.

This finding from the cross-case analysis extends Volberda et al.’s (2021) research on digital
transformation by demonstrating how accounting firms create specific organisational forms
to facilitate digital innovation. As they suggest, successful digital transformation requires
not just technology adoption but new organisational structures that support digital initiatives.
The innovation teams identified in the findings represent what Volberda et al. (2021)
describe as “flexible organisational structures” that enable firms to implement effective

digital strategies by bridging technology expertise with domain knowledge.
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Structural changes such as these also reflect the operationalisation of managerial processes
like direction setting and change management. While these processes have been identified
as important for organisational adaptation, they have often been seen as abstract and
conceptual (Bititci et al., 2011). The current findings provide empirical evidence of how
accounting firms practically implement these processes through specific structural

arrangements in their day-to-day operations.

The data gathered from the interviews highlighted a shift away from the common approach
of having independent teams focused only on their expert areas (Vial 2019, 2021). Cross-
functional collaboration, as revealed in the findings, makes it possible for the development
of AIDA solutions that are targeted at improving operational processes as part of service
requirements (Piening and Salge, 2014). The research uncovered how these teams also pilot
the use of new tools with willing clients who then become successful use cases that illustrate
the benefits of these AIDA solutions. This creates a supportive environment that is eager to
embrace emerging technology, leading to smoother onboarding of new technologies
(Brynjolfsson and McAfee, 2014; Raisch and Krakowski, 2021). These findings contribute
to understanding how cross-functional collaboration helps to overcome the often-siloed

environment in accounting firms.

Similarly, the cross-case analysis also identified contextual variations in process changes,
with firms pursuing system infrastructure upgrades (Landmark Co, Keystone Co, Reliable
Co, Benchmark Co, Foresight Co, Forward Co), process automation (Landmark Co,
Safeguard Co, Trailblazer Co, Reliable Co, Synergy Co, Catalyst Co, Venture Co), and data
analytics implementation (Safeguard Co, Trailblazer Co, Keystone Co, Venture Co). The
evidence gathered demonstrated that the specific mix of process changes in each firm
reflected its strategic priorities and operational needs. For example, the findings showed that
firms with the priority focus area of compliance and risk management tend to prioritise
system infrastructure upgrades to ensure data security and regulatory compliance, while

those emphasising operational efficiency typically invested heavily in process automation.

This pattern identified in the cross-case analysis mirrors the need for organisations to find a
balance between automation (using machines to replace human tasks) and augmentation
(using technology to enhance human capabilities), which Raisch and Krakowski (2021)
terms as “the automation-augmentation paradox”. The data collected reveals that accounting
firms navigate this paradox by selectively automating routine processes while concurrently
developing infrastructure and analytical capabilities that augment professional judgement in

more complex tasks. This finding extends Raisch and Krakowski’s framework by showing
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how accounting firms exercise professional judgment in establishing balance between

automation and augmentation of the services they deliver to their clients.

Viewing these process changes through Orlikowski’s (2000) TIP lens reveals how
technology enactment varies across organisational contexts. Through AIDA adoption, some
firms were found to have fundamentally transformed their processes, creating entirely new
workflows and service delivery models. This would tie in with the “change” mode of
technology enactment. Others fit within the “application” mode, where they use AIDA to
improve efficiency and effectiveness within established frameworks, enhancing existing
processes without having to significantly alter their structure. There are none considered to
be in the “inertia” state, as the findings showed that all firms remain active in integrating
AIDA technologies into their operations even when they are faced with common “inertia”

issues like change resistance and resource limitations.

The data shows that reconfiguration culminates in the reshaping of internal practices as daily
operations are tweaked in ways so that AIDA technologies can be used effectively. The
findings reveal that this is done through three dimensions: cross-functional collaboration,
digital upskilling, and role transformation. Due to the differences in how firms integrate their
accounting expertise with technology, cross-functional collaboration levels varied from
“Low to Moderate” to “Moderate to High”. Digital upskilling initiatives ranged from
“Moderate” (targeted training for selected staff) to “High” (comprehensive firm-wide
programmes). Role transformation also varied from “Moderate” (making incremental

adjustments to existing roles) to “Moderate to High” (transitioning to higher-value roles).

The analysis suggest that transformation approaches are influenced by cultural and historical
factors. Recent digital transformation research has highlighted that organisational heritage,
which includes past learning experiences and established cultural norms, impacts how firms
respond to technological change (Ates and Acur, 2022). These historical factors appear to
influence the specific approaches taken by accounting firms when it comes to upskilling and
role transformation, expanding the understanding of how transformation efforts are

influenced by factors beyond explicit strategic decisions.

The cross-case findings highlighted that firms have devoted resources towards upskilling
and training programmes as a means to complement cross-functional teams. Such
programmes are often organised throughout the firm and combine technical training with
practical applications so that accounting professionals learn how to use AIDA technologies

in ways that will make them more efficient in their work. This was particularly evident at

240



Keystone Co, where a senior manager highlighted their investment into training programmes
conducted during off-peak seasons that were made available across all levels of the firm’s
hierarchy (#10-D-SeniorManager). Similarly, in Synergy Co, protected learning time was
introduced to free staff from the pressure of their regular work responsibilities so they can
focus on developing new skills and familiarise themselves with new tools (#19-H-

SeniorManager).

As firms integrate these technologies, the analysis revealed a consistent pattern of routine
tasks becoming automated, allowing professionals to focus on higher-value activities
requiring professional judgement. This aligns with Kokina et al.’s (2025) finding that the
main value that Al brings to accounting firms is augmenting the work that accountants do
and thus complements rather than replace human capabilities. Rather than being replaced,
the data gathered from the cases revealed that accounting professionals work in tandem with
AIDA to be more effective at work, shifting away from roles that involve many manual
processes toward strategic decision-making and client advisory roles. This transition was
exemplified by Catalyst Co’s managing partner, who described how digital transformation
has led to new roles in quality checking and decision-making as preparer roles were being
replaced with Al (#21-J-ManagingPartner). This transformation aligns with several studies
identifying a significant shift in accounting work, with the move from routine activities
toward more complex cognitive tasks that require new forms of human-Al collaboration
(Boritz and Stratopoulos, 2023; Leitner-Hanetseder et al., 2021; Losbichler and Lehner,
2021).

Empirical support for this transition is provided by detailing how accounting firms actively
facilitate it through specific organisational practices, including collaborative structures,
upskilling initiatives, and role reconfiguration. This deliberate reconfiguration of
professional roles reflects a broader trend observed across various sectors, where
organisations strategically reallocate human resources toward higher-value activities as
routine tasks become automated (Davenport and Ronanki, 2018). By emphasising advisory
and analytical capabilities, accounting firms are creating new professional roles that

effectively bridge technological proficiency with accounting domain expertise.

What stands out particularly is how these upskilling approaches vary across firms, reflecting
their unique strategic contexts. The different approaches to digital upskilling observed across
the cases reveal the evolving advisory role of accountants in digital environments, matching
up with previous studies that emphasise how accountants must develop new capabilities

combining domain expertise with technological proficiency and social capital (Yigitbasioglu
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et al., 2023). These cross-case findings reveal the organisational mechanisms through which
these new capabilities take shape, highlighting how firms tailor their investments in

upskilling their workforce based on their strategic priorities and market positioning.

These practice changes identified in the research align closely with the SAP perspective,
illustrating how abstract strategic plans materialise into tangible day-to-day practices of
organisational actors (Jarzabkowski, 2004, 2005; Whittington, 1996, 2003, 2006). The
varying degrees of cross-functional collaboration, digital upskilling, and role transformation
across firms are indicative of how strategic reconfiguration is executed differently depending
on organisational context and priorities. As noted earlier when discussing sensing and
seizing capabilities (8.2.1), these findings reinforce Volberda et al.’s (2021) insights
regarding contextually embedded transformation strategies. This recurring theme across
capability dimensions highlights how accounting firms implement flexible organisational
processes specifically calibrated to their transformation needs, suggesting that contextual
adaptation and cognitive reframing represent core elements of successful digital

transformation rather than secondary considerations.

When integrated with the DCs framework, these findings clearly demonstrate how
transformation capabilities operate in practice. Rather than following a generic one-size-fits-
all blueprint of transformation, firms develop reconfiguration approaches that align with
their respective contexts, strategic objectives, organisational structures, and resource
constraints. This contextual dimension advances the DCs framework by revealing how
abstract capabilities become operationalised through specific organisational practices.
Reinforcing the earlier discussion in section 8.2.1, the reconfiguration activities observed
across accounting firms correspond to different stages of their digital transformation
journeys, again reflecting the sequential phases identified by Ates and Acur (2022). This
recurring theme of transformation phases highlights how historical learning experiences and
established cultural norms significantly influence reconfiguration efforts, emphasizing again
that digital transformation extends beyond explicit strategic decisions to encompass deeper

organisational contexts.

The TIP perspective further enriches this understanding by demonstrating how technology
enactment shapes and is shaped by organisational context (Orlikowski, 2000). Whether it is
extensive transformation or incremental enhancement, different patterns of enactment reveal
variations not only in technological sophistication but also in strategic intent and
organisational identity, as seen in how SMEs use digital tools differently depending on their

specific situations (Morgan-Thomas, 2016). Besides having an impact on the firm that is
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undergoing digital transformation, there is “digital undertow” where digital changes can

have broader effects that reshape industry norms (Scott and Orlikowski, 2022).

as seen in how SMEs engage ICT affordances in context (Morgan-Thomas, 2016), and how
broader digital shifts generate unintended institutional consequences that reshape industry
standards (Scott and Orlikowski, 2022). The findings show accounting firms carefully
balancing automation of routine tasks with augmentation of human capabilities, navigating
complex trade-offs between these approaches in their daily operations (Raisch and
Krakowski, 2021). The integration of the DCs framework with TIP reveals that
transformation is not a standardised capability but a contextually embedded process,
requiring alignment between organisational structure, technological resources, and strategic

objectives to achieve successful digital transformation outcomes (Verhoef et al., 2021).
8.2.3 Rationale for AIDA Technology Selection

Table 7-4 captures the unique patterns in AIDA technology selection across different firm
types. These patterns span strategic drivers, approaches to identifying use cases, and
decision-making structures that guide technology choices. Examining these patterns through
lens of path-dependency from Teece’s (2007) DCs framework shows that technology

decisions are influenced by firms’ past trajectories and existing capabilities.

The findings at firm type level can be summarised into the following: As market leaders,
Big 4s place a strong emphasis on selecting technologies which can scale globally and help
with regulatory alignment so they can maintain their market dominance. Faced with resource
constraints and driven by a desire to maintain competitiveness in the market, Mid-tiers look
to technologies that help with cost efficiency and workflow optimisation. Boutiques turn to
technologies that help them develop client-specific solutions that fit in with their niche

specialisation strategy despite being similarly challenged by resource limitations.

Taking this further, the cross-case analysis shows that technology selection also involves
approaches to identifying use cases that vary by firm type: Big 4s are proactively monitoring
clients’ needs and regulatory changes to identify technologies that can respond quickly to
these shifts. Mid-tiers take an incremental adoption approach where they first pilot test the
technologies to address operational pain points before then deploying them more extensively.
Boutiques selectively adopt technologies that allow them to develop specialised services that
are client-specific. Linking this with SAP, these practices shape the selection capabilities

within each firm’s unique context (Jarzabkowski and Spee, 2009).
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Analysing technology selection through the combined theoretical lenses of DCs and SAP
shows that it is shaped by past constraints (path dependencies) (Teece et al., 1997), and
active choices, through practitioners’ agency (Jarzabkowski, 2004, 2005; Whittington, 1996,
2003, 2006). This is observed practically in the findings through the different decision-

making structures across firm types that influence their adoption of AIDA technologies:

Big 4s adopt centralised decision-making with controlled local adaptation, allowing them to
maintain strategic consistency while accommodating regional variations. This helps to
maintain as much uniformity across their international operations whereby technology
selections are aligned with firm-wide standards while giving local offices sufficient
flexibility to address market-specific needs. This approach enables them to leverage their
international networks and ability to scale while maintaining adaptability to diverse
regulatory environments (Barrett et al., 2005; Zimmermann and Volckmer, 2015), reflecting
the importance of strategic management support and ensuring technological compatibility

(Ranganathan et al., 2018).

Mid-tiers take on a more decentralised decision-making approach where individual
departments or service functions drive technology selection based on operational
requirements. This pragmatic structure allows them to target technology investments toward
specific pain points. Their incremental implementation strategy, characterised by thorough
pilot testing before broader deployment, reflects a prudent approach to resource allocation
that maximises return on technology investments. This aligns with Warner and Wiger’s
(2019) emphasis on developing DCs through strategic agility, enabling organisations to
continually adapt their business models and internal structures in response to technological

change.

Boutiques adopt highly agile decision-making structures characterised by client-driven
responsiveness and minimal bureaucracy. Their technology selection process emphasises
tools that enhance customisation capabilities and specialised service delivery, reflecting their
strategic focus on niche differentiation. This selective approach enables them to develop
distinctive technology capabilities despite resource constraints, supporting their positioning
as specialised service providers. The client-centric approach taken by Boutiques affirms the
view that successful Al adoption in accounting contexts requires careful alignment between
technological choices and the organisational and client readiness within specific operational

environments, particularly in smaller firms (Seethamraju and Hecimovic, 2022).
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These distinct decision-making structures guiding the selection of AIDA technologies reveal
how firms balance standardisation with flexibility when they adopt technology. Successful
digital transformation requires establishing governance mechanisms that enable rapid
decision-making while maintaining strategic alignment (Warner and Wéger, 2019). The
varying approaches observed across firm types in the findings demonstrate how governance
structures evolve to accommodate different organisational contexts, particularly as firms
adapt their strategic priorities and operational practices in response to the implications of

increasing AIDA adoption (Boritz and Stratopoulos, 2023).

Another important aspect of technology selection identified in the cross-case analysis is how
firms factor changes in regulatory requirements as part of their decision-making. As they
operate in a highly regulated industry, accounting firms must balance innovation with
regulatory and compliance considerations when choosing the appropriate AIDA
technologies for use. This is confirmed by the findings from the firm level analysis,
specifically in how they prioritise areas for seizing AIDA adoption opportunities. Extending
this to firm type level, the cross-case analysis find that each firm type responds differently
to these regulatory pressures based on their strategic positioning and capabilities: Big 4s
focus on investing in technologies that support comprehensive compliance across multiple
jurisdictions, while Mid-tiers and Boutiques develop more targeted approaches that address
specific regulatory requirements relevant to their client base. The differentiated response
shown by each firm type in the findings extends the understanding of how regulatory
contexts influence technology selection decisions, as firms navigate challenges posed by
evolving digitalisation demands and related shifts in accounting regulations and standards

(Gulin et al., 2019).

This findings from the cross-case analysis, when integrated with DCs and SAP provide a
more comprehensive understanding of how accounting firms select AIDA technologies.
Rather than being driven solely by technological factors or market pressures, selection
materialises as a strategic process shaped by firms’ unique contexts, capabilities, and
objectives. This perspective enhances the understanding of capability development in digital
transformation contexts, showing how selection capabilities are embedded in firms’ strategic

positioning and organisational practices.

The different decision-making structures across each firm type identified in the cross-case
analysis are based on their respective market positions and strategic priorities. Big 4s are
centralised with local adaptation, Mid-tiers are departmentally decentralised, and Boutiques

are client-responsive, reflecting the strategic agility and responsiveness needed to
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successfully adopt new technologies, contingent upon organisational readiness and

regulatory contexts (Seethamraju and Hecimovic, 2022; Warner and Wiger, 2019).
8.2.4 Overcoming Barriers and Cultivating Enablers

Table 7-5 identifies how accounting firms overcome barriers and cultivate enablers for
AIDA adoption. The learning mechanisms aspect of the DCs framework (Teece, 2007),
combined with technology enactment from the TIP perspective (Orlikowski, 2000), provides

theoretical insight into these patterns.
The cross-case analysis reveals distinct primary barriers facing different firm types:

Big 4s mainly contend with scepticism toward AIDA technologies and structural
fragmentation within their operations. This shows up practically in the disconnect between
technology and accounting teams, as well as accountants’ reluctance to trust outputs from
automated systems, preferring familiar manual processes despite their inefficiency. Such
resistance is often the result of security concerns and insufficient understanding of the
technology’s logic, leading to substantial adoption hurdles in professional service firms
(Vitali and Giulani, 2024). The research also uncovered how siloed departments developing
technological solutions in isolation creates an organisational landscape where duplication

and inconsistency multiply, complicating Big 4s’ AIDA adoption.

Mid-tiers face different challenges, primarily resource constraints coupled with resistance to
technological change. Unlike Big 4s with access to resources from their large international
networks, Mid-tiers must carefully balance limited financial and human resources while
addressing established workflows that may not readily align with new digital approaches.
The findings reveal that their cautious approach to adoption is mostly due to financial
considerations and implementation concerns, which puts further strain on resources and
discourages widespread adoption. This measured approach once again aligns with Buchheit
et al.’s (2020) finding that slower technology adoption among smaller accounting firms may

actually be rational when weighed against investment costs and uncertain returns.

Boutiques have to deal with client technology resistance and infrastructure limitations.
Although client resistance affects all firm types, the research shows Boutiques are more
significantly impacted due to their client-centric business models and closer client
relationships. This challenge is magnified by their smaller client pool and greater client
dependencies, while their limited technological infrastructure leads to additional obstacles

during AIDA implementation. Seethamraju and Hecimovic (2022) note that successful Al
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adoption in accounting contexts requires careful alignment between technological choices
and operational environments, which is something particularly challenging for smaller firms

where client relationships are central to competitive advantage.

Through the DCs lens, the findings demonstrate how firms develop capability-building
routines to address these barriers through different learning mechanisms: Big 4s establish
knowledge articulation and codification mechanisms (Zollo and Winter, 2002) through
centralised innovation teams, proprietary tool development, and formalised training
programmes. These structured approaches overcome structural fragmentation and
technology scepticism by creating firm-wide systems for capturing and disseminating
knowledge on productive AIDA adoption. This approach mirrors the organisational
structures needed for managing the complexity of advanced Al implementation, especially
in light of transparency and explainability (Kokina et al., 2025). Mid-tiers develop
experiential learning routines through project champions and protected learning time,
addressing resource limitations through practical, hands-on engagement. As Moffitt et al.
(2018) suggest, such targeted approaches help firms optimise limited resources while
developing the specific capabilities needed to implement technology effectively. Boutiques
build capabilities in process adaptation through process-first approaches and selective client
engagement, enabling them to overcome client resistance despite their much smaller scale.
The contextual approaches taken by each firm type reinforces the conclusion that successful
digital transformation depends on developing capabilities that align with firms’ specific

operational contexts and historical trajectories (Ates and Acur, 2022).

These findings on capability-building routines extend prior work on learning mechanisms
by demonstrating how these mechanisms are deployed differently based on organisational
context. While previous frameworks identify experience accumulation, knowledge
articulation, and knowledge codification as primary learning mechanisms (Zollo and Winter,
2002), the current findings reveal that firms prioritise different mechanisms based on their
size and strategic objectives (Ambrosini and Bowman, 2009). The differentiated capability-
building approaches observed across the accounting firm types in the findings reflect the
clear pattern that digital transformation requires dedicated resources and organisational

restructuring tailored to firms’ strategic contexts (Verhoef et al., 2021).

When viewed through Orlikowski’s (2000) TIP perspective, the firms’ approaches to
cultivating enablers represent different modes of technology enactment. While this overlaps
with what was mentioned in 8.2.2, the synthesis here drills down to the specific firm types

and their corresponding technology enactment modes: Big 4s predominantly exhibit the
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“change” mode, transforming their organisational structures through proprietary tool
development and strategic partnerships. Such transformative approaches are increasingly
necessary as accounting practices shift toward real-time reporting and “continuous
accounting” (Gulin et al., 2019). Mid-tiers typically follow the ‘“application” mode,
improving existing routines through pragmatic implementation of AIDA with a focus on
acclimatising their clients to analytics-focused processes. Boutiques employ a “application”
and “change” hybrid approach, selectively transforming client-facing functions while
gradually adapting internal processes, reflecting their need to balance limited resources with

ever-changing client expectations.

This variation in technology enactment patterns provides empirical support for Orlikowski’s
assertion that technology use is not determined by technology itself but instead emerges from
the recursive interaction between human agents and technological properties. The empirical
findings of this research provide further evidence of how internet-related technologies are
reshaping accounting practices through complex interactions between technology features
and professional contexts rather than through technological determinism (Moll and
Yigitbasioglu, 2019). The cross-case findings reveal how similar and/or identical AIDA
technologies are enacted differently across firm types based on their strategic objectives and

capability development approaches.

The cross-case analysis also highlights the importance of reflective learning in overcoming
barriers to AIDA adoption. As opposed to just addressing the symptoms of resistance or
implementation challenges, firms across all types engaged in deeper learning that questioned
underlying assumptions about technology adoption. This reflects the concept of “strategic
renewal”, an ongoing process of adaptation where firms are constantly aligning their
capabilities with changing technological landscapes (Warner and Wéger, 2019). This is
particularly evident in how Boutiques address client resistance by fundamentally changing
their service delivery model to focus on a process-first approach that demonstrates tangible

benefits, rather than merely persuading clients to accept new technologies.

The evidence from the findings shows how all firm types seek to demonstrate tangible
benefits to overcome initial resistance, which underscores the notion that successful
implementation for accounting firms navigating AIDA adoption entails a shift in emphasis
away from the technology itself to the value the technology it creates (Kokina and Davenport,
2017). While previously discussed, it bears reinforcing that these findings consistently
support Volberda et al.’s (2021) central thesis regarding cognitive barriers and organisational

flexibility. Across sensing activities (8.2.1), reconfiguration practices (8.2.2), and now
248



approaches to overcome barriers, accounting firms demonstrate that contextually appropriate
responses, rather than generic implementation strategies, are the key to successful AIDA
integration. This consistent pattern emphasises the importance of contextual adaptation as a

fundamental principle in digital transformation.

Integrating the DCs framework with TIP brings greater clarity to how capability
development and technology enactment are interdependent processes shaped by
organisational context (Hanelt et al., 2021). The varied approaches across firm types show
how DCs develop through organisational practices reflecting strategic objectives and market
positioning, while technology enactment patterns differ based on organisational constraints
and capabilities. This integration provides insight into how firms cultivate enablers to
support the development of hybrid capabilities that combine accounting domain expertise
with technological proficiency as the role of accountants evolve to have a stronger advisory

focus (Yigitbasioglu et al., 2023).

While the DCs framework focuses on capability development as an internal process, TIP
emphasises how technology use emerges through practice. By bringing these perspectives
together, the analysis reveals how capability development and technology enactment shape
each other in recursive cycles, creating distinctive patterns of AIDA adoption across

different firm types.
8.2.5 Towards an Integrated Model of AIDA Capability Development

The cross-case analysis identifies distinctive patterns in how accounting firms build
capabilities for AIDA adoption across the dimensions examined in previous sections. By
synthesising these empirical findings with the theoretical frameworks reviewed earlier,
several key insights emerge that enrich our understanding of DCs in digital transformation

contexts.

First, DCs manifest as contextually embedded processes rather than uniform organisational
attributes. The findings challenge homogeneous conceptualisations of capabilities, revealing
instead how sensing, seizing, and transforming capabilities develop through specific
processes that vary with firm size, resource availability, and strategic positioning. This
contextual perspective addresses critiques that the DCs framework lacks empirical
grounding by providing concrete evidence of how capabilities develop across different
organisational settings, connecting theoretical concepts to observable processes (Eisenhardt

and Martin, 2000; Arend and Bromiley, 2009).
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Second, practice-based perspectives complement the DCs framework by grounding
capability development in tangible organisational activities. The research identifies specific
practices through which capabilities develop such as: client readiness profiling, technology
piloting, cross-functional collaboration, among others, shifting the focus from generic
processes to specific activities embedded within organisational routines. Connecting micro-
level activities with macro-level outcomes reveals how capabilities develop through specific
practices rather than existing as abstract attributes, thereby addressing the “micro-macro

paradox” (Jarzabkowski and Spee, 2009).

Third, technological disruption emerges as a process influenced by firms’ choices within
their existing contexts rather than a deterministic force. The findings demonstrate that firms
adopt different AIDA technologies for various strategic reasons according to their market
positions and resource availability. This socio-material perspective (Orlikowski and Scott,
2008; Scott and Orlikowski, 2022) overcomes technological determinism by emphasising
how firms actively shape their technological environments rather than merely responding to
external forces, developing distinct digital ecosystems based on their organisational contexts

and objectives (Volberda et al., 2021).

Fourth, AIDA adoption triggers organisational change spanning multiple levels: from
strategic decisions at leadership level to day-to-day practices at operational level. This multi-
level perspective addresses Schilke et al.’s (2018) critique of capability research being
predominantly focused on single-level analyses. By integrating theoretical frameworks
addressing different levels (DCs, SAP, and TIP), the research provides a more well-rounded
understanding of how accounting firms adapt to technological change across their
organisational hierarchies through complex interactions between multiple levels (Burgelman

et al., 2018).

Fifth, accounting firms’ digital transformation journeys are simultaneously constrained by
path dependencies and shaped by strategic choices. The analysis shows that while firms
follow different paths based on their historical trajectories and available resources, they still
exercise considerable agency in responding to technological disruption. This balanced view
reconciles competing perspectives that either emphasise external factors driving change or
managerial decisions initiating it, showing how transformation involves both path-dependent

elements and strategic agency (Garud et al., 2010; Giddens, 1984).

Recent research by Verhoef et al. (2021) emphasises that successful digital transformation

requires dedicated digital resources and appropriate organisational restructuring. The cross-
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case findings extend this by showing how accounting firms allocate resources differently
based on their strategic priorities and transformation goals. Similarly, the practice of cross-
functional collaboration identified in the findings directly addresses what Volberda et al.
(2021) describe as a shift away from siloed expertise toward integrated knowledge

development.

The varying approaches to digital upskilling observed across the cases provide insight into
how firms prepare their workforce for technological change. Continuous learning was found
to be a crucial enabler in this upskilling process, as accounting professionals must
continually adapt to the evolving demands of Al technologies (Moffitt et al., 2018). The
cross-case findings also reveal how firms implement different approaches to upskilling based
on their organisational context and strategic priorities, from comprehensive firm-wide
programmes in Big 4s to more targeted initiatives in Mid-tiers and tiered expertise models

in Boutiques.

The findings also reveal interesting patterns in how firms navigate “the automation-
augmentation paradox”, where organisations must balance automation (using machines to
replace human tasks) with augmentation (leveraging technology to enhance human
capabilities) (Raisch and Krakowski, 2021). The evidence shows how accounting firms
address this paradox by selectively automating routine processes whilst concurrently
developing capabilities that “augment” professional judgement in more complex tasks. This
enables firms to derive efficiency benefits from automation whilst preserving and enhancing

the value of their professional and domain expertise.

This analysis of AIDA capability development extends the works of Leitner-Hanetseder et
al. (2021) and Losbichler and Lehner (2021) on the changing nature of accounting roles and
tasks in Al-driven environments. Their research identifies how AI technologies are
transforming accounting work from routine activities toward more complex cognitive tasks
requiring human-Al collaboration. The cross-case findings provide empirical support for this
transition, showing how accounting firms facilitate it through organisational practices that

span multiple levels and reflect their strategic contexts.

The integration of the insights from the cross-case analysis suggests that accounting firms
develop AIDA capabilities through an iterative, context-specific process. The patterns
identified across firm types incorporate assessing technological opportunities, implementing
appropriate technologies, and reconfiguring organisational structures, processes, and

practices to support effective AIDA adoption. This perspective aligns with the view that

251



digital transformation requires ongoing strategic renewal rather than one-time technology
adoption (Warner and Wiger, 2019). From this emerges a conceptualisation of AIDA
capability development as an adaptive, cyclical process that forms the foundation for the

ADAPT Model to be discussed in the next section.

8.3 Theoretical Contribution: The ADAPT Model

Building on the cross-case findings in Chapter 7 and the corresponding theoretical synthesis
in section 8.2, this section presents the ADAPT Model, a theoretical framework
understanding how accounting firms build DCs for AIDA adoption. This section first
introduces the ADAPT Model as a theoretical framework (8.3.1), then explains its five stages
(8.3.2), and subsequently demonstrates how it is operationalised through the ADAPT Cycle
in day-to-day firm operations (8.3.3). Bringing together theoretical insights from the DCs
framework, the practice-based perspectives of SAP and TIP, and digital transformation
literature, the ADAPT Model proposes a framework for understanding organisational
adaptation to technological disruption. As a framework, it offers flexibility by considering

the differences in capability development processes across firm types.

8.3.1 Conceptualising the ADAPT Model

The ADAPT Model conceptualises the development of DCs in AIDA adoption as an iterative,
firm-size-specific process comprising five interconnected stages: Assess, Design, Align,
Pilot, and Transform. This process is not linear but cyclical, with firms continuously refining
their capabilities through multiple iterations. The model recognises that capability
development is not a uniform process but is shaped by organisational characteristics such as

size, resource availability, and strategic positioning.

The development of the ADAPT Model was made possible through the application of the
integrated theoretical framework presented in Figure 5-2, which integrates the DCs
framework, SAP, and TIP into a combined theoretical and analytical lens. By examining
how accounting firms of different sizes develop capabilities for AIDA adoption through this
multi-theoretical capability framework, the research identified the iterative, context-specific
patterns that form the foundation of the ADAPT Model as seen in Figure 8-1. This
represents a clear methodological progression from analytical framework to theoretical
contribution, grounded in the rich, contextual data captured through the interpretivist

approach.
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The ADAPT Model can be defined as:

An adaptive, cyclical process where accounting firms iteratively build capabilities in Al-

driven Analytics, evolving concurrently with practice, technology, and economic demands,

tailored to firm size and market context. Through this process, firms develop the sensing,

seizing, and transforming capabilities necessary to navigate digital transformation in ways

that reflect their specific organisational characteristics and strategic objectives.

This definition emphasises several key aspects of the model:

1.

Iterative Nature: Capability development is not a one-time event but a continuous

process of refining and adapting.

Concurrent Evolution: Capabilities develop through the interaction of

organisational practices, technological tools, and market demands.

Contextual Sensitivity: The process is shaped by organisational characteristics such

as size, resource availability, and strategic positioning.

DCs Integration: The model incorporates the sensing, seizing, and transforming
capabilities from Teece’s (2007) framework but grounds them in specific

organisational practices.

While the ADAPT Model provides the theoretical framework for understanding capability

development, its practical application occurs through the ADAPT Cycle, which will be

detailed in section 8.3.3. This operational cycle shows how firms apply theory practically

into processes tailored specifically to the unique contexts of each firm type.
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Figure 8-1: The ADAPT Model

The ADAPT Model (Theoretical Framework)

An adaptive, cyclical process where accounting firms iteratively build capabilities in AI-driven Analytics, evolving concurrently with
practice, technology, and economic demands, tailored to firm size and market context. Through this process, firms develop the sensing,
seizing, and transforming capabilities necessary to navigate digital transformation in ways that reflect their specific organisational

characteristics and strategic objectives.
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8.3.2 The Five Stages of the ADAPT Model

The five stages of the ADAPT Model, while presented sequentially for clarity, often overlap
and interact in practice, reflecting the complex, non-linear nature of AIDA capability

development.
Stage 1: Assess

The Assess stage primarily corresponds to the “sensing” component of Teece’s (2007) DCs
framework, which involves anticipating market trend and identifying appropriate AIDA
technologies. This stage involves sensing opportunities for AIDA adoption through
monitoring the business environment, analysing the market, and assessing internal capability.
Instead of just putting “sensing” into practice, this stage goes one step further by

supplementing it with specific practices identified in this research.

Big 4s proactively monitor regulatory changes and emerging client needs at a global scale.
This is most evident in Landmark Co’s anticipation of AIDA opportunities arising from
global minimum tax reporting requirements (#1-A-Partner). Big 4s establish dedicated teams
to track technological trends and assess their potential impact across various service

functions and geographical regions.

Mid-tiers focus on identifying operational bottlenecks and inefficiencies that could be
addressed through AIDA adoption. They conduct targeted assessments of specific work
processes, as illustrated by Foresight Co’s emphasis on understanding which processes are
suitable for automation (#18-G-Partner). Mid-tiers place a greater emphasis on practical

solutions with immediate impact instead of firm-wide directives.

Boutiques concentrate on niche market demands and tailor to clients’ specific needs,
assessing how AIDA technologies could enhance their specialised service offerings. They
closely monitor client feedback and industry trends within their specific domains, as
reflected in Catalyst Co’s strategic focus on improving client-centric services through
technology (#21-J-ManagingPartner). This selective approach reflects what Teece (2007)
describes as entrepreneurial management’s capacity to identify specific market segments and

tailor offerings accordingly.
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Stage 2: Design

The Design stage bridges the “sensing” and “seizing” components of Teece’s framework,
integrating insights from SAP on how strategic decisions are formulated. It comprises
strategising tool selection and developing implementation plans that are in line with
organisational objectives and resource constraints. At this stage, the AIDA opportunities
identified are translated into tangible strategic choices that include actionable plans and

resource allocations.

Big 4s design globally scalable solutions that ensure consistency across their international
networks while allowing for local adaptation. They develop comprehensive implementation
roadmaps with clear milestones and resource allocations, as illustrated by Keystone Co’s
top-down integration strategy driven by senior leadership (#10-D-SeniorManager). This

ensures alignment between technology investments and broader strategic objectives.

Mid-tiers design cost-efficient solutions that address specific operational pain points while
managing resource constraints. Their implementation plans are developed to be modular to
allow for incremental adoption, as exemplified by Reliable Co’s strategy of breaking larger
projects into smaller modules for more effective management (#14-E-Partner). This reflects

their pragmatic balancing of transformation goals with resource limitations.

Boutiques design customisable solutions that enriches their specialised service offerings
allowing them to differentiate themselves in niche markets. They develop client-specific
implementation plans that prioritise flexibility and responsiveness, as reflected in Venture
Co’s strategic focus on building client-specific financial ecosystems (#24-L-SeniorManager).
This enables them to maximise value from limited resources while strengthening their

market differentiation.
Stage 3: Align

The Align stage incorporates elements of the “seizing” component of Teece’s framework
while drawing on insights from TIP on how technologies become integrated into
organisational contexts. It revolves around capturing value from the AIDA opportunities
identified. Specifically, it involves overcoming barriers to AIDA adoption by aligning

organisational structures, processes, and stakeholder (especially clients) expectations.

Big 4s establish centralised innovation teams and comprehensive training programmes to
overcome communication gaps between technical and accounting professionals. They

develop formalised structures to ensure alignment across their entire organisation, as
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illustrated by Trailblazer Co’s establishment of innovation teams that boost confidence
among less technically oriented staff members (#3-C-Partner). These structures create

consistent implementation approaches across diverse service functions and divisions.

Mid-tiers appoint project champions and implement protected learning time to overcome
resource limitations and skill gaps. To get their staff on board with technology despite not
having the resources to run extended training programmes, they ensure there is dedicated
time for staff to be adequately equipped, as evidenced by Foresight Co’s project champions
spearheading AIDA initiatives (#18-G-Partner) and Synergy Co’s protected learning time
for staff to upskill digitally (#19-H-SeniorManager). These approaches enable effective

capability development despite resource constraints.

Boutiques focus on educating clients and redesigning processes to overcome infrastructure
limitations and client resistance. They develop agile governance structures that prioritise
client needs and market responsiveness, as reflected in Catalyst Co’s strategy of targeting
more technologically receptive clients (#21-J-ManagingPartner). This allows them to work
within the constraints of having limited scale and resources and still be able to adopt AIDA

successfully.
Stage 4: Pilot

The Pilot stage bridges the “seizing” and “transforming” components of Teece’s framework,
incorporating insights from SAP on how strategies are implemented and adapted. It extends
“seizing” while introducing aspects of “transforming” through experimentation and adaptive
learning processes. This stage involves testing and refining AIDA implementations through

early-stage piloting of new technologies and iterative learning.

Big 4s conduct extensive pilot tests with structured feedback mechanisms and formal
evaluation criteria. They tap on their international scale to test implementation across
different contexts, as illustrated by Safeguard Co’s global digitalisation initiative that
recognised the need for efficiency improvements in service delivery (#2-B-Director). By
ensuring the scalability and effectiveness of the AIDA technologies, it eases the process of

subsequent firm-wide deployment throughout their international network.

Mid-tiers implement departmental pilots with focused objectives and pragmatic success
metrics. This is seen in Benchmark Co’s strategy of testing solutions through progressive
piloting before full implementation (#17-F-ManagingPartner) as well as Synergy Co’s

gamification initiatives that promote a culture of adoption (#19-H-SeniorManager). Such
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approaches are intentional and incremental as they find a balance between using resources
efficiently and experimenting with new technologies that provide practical solutions for

clients.

Boutiques conduct selective client pilots with close client collaboration and feedback. That
meant collaborating with clients who were open to trying out new technologies so they could
appropriately assess the effectiveness of their digital initiatives, as in Catalyst Co (#21-J-
ManagingPartner). This ensures that AIDA technologies implemented value-add to their

clients instead of becoming a disruption of existing workflows.
Stage 5: Transform

The Transform stage matches with the “transforming” component of Teece’s framework and
is enriched further by the specific practices identified in this research. This stage involves
reconfiguring organisational structures, processes, and practices to address changing
technological and market conditions. In doing so, they can more effectively integrate AIDA

technologies and realise their potential benefits.

Big 4s implement firm-wide integration of AIDA technologies with formal change
management processes and systematic performance monitoring. They fundamentally
transform their service delivery models and workforce composition, as illustrated by
Trailblazer Co’s strategic shift toward global standardisation of platforms that established
strong foundations for Al implementation (#7-C-SeniorManager). Through the consistency
of application across international networks, they are able to reap the full benefits of this

transformation.

Mid-tiers implement phased transformation with targeted efficiency improvements and
incremental role redesign. They balance transformation with operational stability, as it is
with Foresight Co tackling smaller projects rather than attempting large-scale changes
simultaneously (#18-G-Partner). This ensures that transformation takes place in a

sustainable manner while staying within resource constraints.

Boutiques implement digital-first role redesign that enhance their niche specialisation. They
ensure that their entire workforce is equipped with AIDA technology fundamentals and the
ability to apply it to appropriate contexts (#23-L-ManagingPartner). The cultivating
environment positions staff as their greatest asset and encourages them to prioritise

technology-driven solutions when tackling issues (#22-K-ManagingPartner). This digital-
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first mindset instilled into their staff helps them to better serve their clients’ needs,

strengthening their market differentiation while working within resource limitations.

The findings also suggest that as firms complete the Transform stage, they typically cycle
back to the Assess stage, beginning a new iteration of capability development. This cyclical
process ensures continuous adaptation to evolving technological opportunities, market

demands, and client needs.
8.3.3 The ADAPT Cycle: Operationalising Capabilities

The ADAPT Cycle represents the operational mechanism through which firms practically
develop and operationalise the capabilities outlined in the ADAPT Model in their day-to-
day activities. While the ADAPT Model represents the comprehensive theoretical
framework encompassing conceptual foundations, propositions, and implementation
guidance, the ADAPT Cycle constitutes its operational core, which is the practical

mechanism for capability development.

The ADAPT Model is depicted as cyclical in nature rather than linear as firms continuously
refine their capabilities through multiple iterations. Each cycle informs subsequent cycles,
creating a learning spiral where capabilities are progressively enhanced. This iterative
process reflects the ongoing evolution of both AIDA technologies and market demands,

requiring firms to continuously adapt their capabilities.

The cyclicality of the ADAPT process is evident in the empirical findings. For example,
Benchmark Co’s approach to digital transformation exemplifies this iterative process
through their strategy that begins with piloting, followed by extending successful pilots to
larger groups before firm-wide implementation (#17-F-ManagingPartner). This description
captures the continuous cycle of assessment, design, alignment, piloting, and transformation

that characterises the ADAPT Model.

Furthermore, the ADAPT Cycle is not uniform across firm types but varies in its
implementation based on the characteristics of firms. Big 4s tend to emphasise the Assess
and Transform stages, leveraging their extensive resources and international networks to
scale globally. Mid-tiers focus on the Design and Pilot stages, reflecting their pragmatic
approach to working within their resource constraints. Boutiques concentrate on the Align
and Design stages, prioritising client relationships and specialised service offerings. Figure
8-2 visualises this cyclical process as the ADAPT cycle while showing the Primary Focus
by Firm Type.
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Figure 8-2: The ADAPT Cycle
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8.3.4 Firm-Type Variations in ADAPT Cycle Implementation

While all accounting firms engage with each stage of the ADAPT Cycle, the research reveals
clear patterns in how different firm types emphasise particular stages based on their strategic

positioning, available resources, and organisational context. Table 8-2 summarises these

implementation emphases across firm types.

Table 8-2: ADAPT Implementation Emphasis by Firm Type

Firm ADAPT Stage Focus Distinguishing Characteristics
Type
Primary Emphasis | Secondary
Emphasis

Big 4s Assess and Transform | Design Global assessment of opportunities
that can be scaled; extensive firm-
wide transformation; emphasis on
standardisation across international
networks

Mid-tiers | Design and Pilot Align Pragmatic design of cost-efficient
solutions; extensive piloting before
wider implementation; focus on
operational optimisation within
resource constraints

Boutiques | Align and Design Pilot Client-specific alignment;

customisable solution design; targeted

piloting with close client
collaboration; emphasis on niche

specialisation

The pattern of emphasis revealed in Table 8-2 is indicative of how the different firm types

apply the ADAPT Cycle according to their specific contexts:
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Big 4s, with their substantial resources and global reach, prioritise comprehensive
assessment of the business and technology environment and firm-wide transformation. Their
emphasis on Assess and Transform enables them to identify opportunities with broad
applicability across their international networks and implement standardised solutions that

maintain consistency while providing flexibility for local adaptations where appropriate.

Mid-tiers, operating with more constrained resources as compared to the Big 4s, emphasise
on Design and Pilot, allowing them to develop pragmatic solutions tailored to specific
operational needs and test them thoroughly before wider implementation. This focus reflects
their strategic positioning as efficient service providers competing through operational

excellence and practicality of solutions.

Boutiques prioritise Align and Design stages, which is reflected in their strategic focus on
developing client-specific solutions and honing their niche specialisation. By emphasising
client alignment and customisable design, these firms ensure that their AIDA
implementations directly enhance their value proposition in specialised market segments

despite their limited resources and scale.

As firms mature in their AIDA capability development, their emphasis across the ADAPT
Cycle stages may evolve. Initial cycles may focus heavily on 4ssess and Design, while later
cycles might shift emphasis toward Pilot and Transform as they learn from their

implementation experiences.

This distinction between the ADAPT Model and ADAPT Cycle is important because it
emphasises that while the stages follow a logical sequence, the overall framework represents
more than just a process. It establishes a broader understanding of capability development
in the context of technological disruption, factoring in theoretical foundations, contextual
considerations, and operational impact. The ADAPT Model thus advances theoretical
understanding of how accounting firms develop capabilities for AIDA adoption in several

important ways.
8.3.5 Advancing Theory Through the ADAPT Model

The ADAPT Model proposes a new perspective in understanding how firms build DCs in
response to technological disruption. Based on the empirical findings and theoretical
synthesis presented in this research, the model advances theory beyond the static
conceptualisation of DCs in several important ways:
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Embedding Process in Capability: While Teece’s (2007) framework identifies
what capabilities firms need (sensing, seizing, transforming), the ADAPT Model
explicates how these capabilities are developed through specific organisational

processes that vary with firm characteristics.

Integrating Micro and Macro Perspectives: The model bridges the gap between
macro-level capability frameworks and micro-level practice perspectives, showing

how abstract capabilities are enacted through tangible organisational activities.

. Accounting for Organisational Heterogeneity: The model explicitly recognises
that capability development processes vary with firm size, resources, and strategic

positioning, addressing one of the limitations of existing frameworks.

Emphasising Iteration and Learning: The cyclical nature of the ADAPT model
when operationalised through the ADAPT Cycle highlights how capabilities evolve
in repeated cycles of implementation and refinement, capturing the dynamic nature

of capability development.

Linking Capability to Performance: The model emphasises how capability
development processes vary across different organisational contexts, addressing a
key gap in DCs literature concerning the often abstract and underdeveloped link

between capabilities and performance.

Capability Variations by Contexts: The ADAPT Model demonstrates that DCs
manifest differently across organisational contexts, extending Teece’s (2007)
framework by showing how sensing, seizing, and transforming capabilities develop
through distinct pathways shaped by firm size, resources, and strategic positioning.
While Eisenhardt and Martin (2000) argue DCs are often similar across firms,
manifested as common organisational routines and best practices that enable resource
reconfiguration, the ADAPT Model reveals contextual variation in how these
capabilities are developed and deployed, particularly in how different firm types

build capabilities for AIDA adoption.

Bridging Capability Theory and Practice through Alignment: The “Align” stage
represents the ADAPT model’s distinctive theoretical contribution as it addresses the
gap between identifying opportunities (sensing) and implementation (seizing and

transforming) that existing DCs theory overlooks. It highlights the critical
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intermediary processes whereby firms overcome barriers hindering Al-driven
transformation by aligning organisational structures, processes, and stakeholder
expectations. This reveals that capabilities emerge through deliberately planned

organisational efforts instead of ad-hoc, spontaneous, and reactive actions.

The ADAPT Model offers an alternative perspective on accounting firms as adaptable and
versatile organisations that are able to innovate in an Al world by cultivating AIDA
capabilities. It addresses three key limitations in existing theories: it resolves Teece’s (2012)
concern that DCs often lack operational specificity by providing tangible practices for each
capability type; it answers Whittington’s (2006) critique that strategy theories overlook
practical implementation by connecting high-level capabilities to specific organisational
activities; and it responds to Hanelt et al.’s (2021) observation that digital transformation
literature lacks theoretical grounding by integrating established frameworks with empirical

evidence.

By detailing how different firm types build AIDA capabilities through iterative cycles, the
ADAPT Model demonstrates how accounting firms create value through distinct practices.
Big 4s leverage on their international networks to ensure consistency in their AIDA
implementations. Mid-tiers develop pragmatic, resource-efficient solutions through
incremental AIDA adoption. Boutiques deploy AIDA technologies to tailor solutions that
are specific to their clients that strengthen their niche market positioning. Each firm type’s
approach represents a deliberate choice to adapt to AIDA technologies tailored according to

their unique organisational context.
8.4 Implications for Practice, Policy, and Education

The findings of this research have profound implications for accounting practitioners,
policymakers, and educators. This section outlines specific, actionable recommendations for

these stakeholders, grounded in the empirical findings and theoretical contributions.

The rapid developments in Al and other cognitive technologies are prompting a significant
reshaping of the global accounting services industry by automating routine tasks, enhancing
analytical capabilities, and introducing new complexities that require accounting
professionals to adapt to evolving roles and regulatory challenges (Kokina et al., 2025). The

global accounting services industry itself is experiencing substantial growth, currently
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valued at over US$670 billion and forecasted to reach over US$800 billion by 2028

(Benchmark International, 2024), as shown in Figure 8-3 below.

Figure 8-3: Benchmark International’s 2024 Global Accounting Services Industry Report
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Within this expansion, Al is emerging as a transformative force (Boritz and Stratopoulos,
2023; Leitner-Hanetseder et al., 2021; Seethamraju and Hecimovic, 2022). Examples like
Singapore-based startup Transparently.Al, which secured a $3 million pre-series A funding
round in early 2024 (TechNode Global, 2024), illustrate this technological shift. Founded in
2021, the company employs Al and ML to detect accounting fraud through its Manipulation
Risk Analyzer (MRA), analysing millions of data points to assign risk scores while also
providing continuous monitoring that helps improve audit quality for auditors who onboard

their tool (Transparently.Al, 2024a, 2024b; Singapore Business Review, 2024).

While innovative solutions such as Transparently’s MRA represent the cutting edge of
AIDA implementation, they also highlight the reality that accounting firms face numerous
challenges in developing the organisational capabilities needed for successful AIDA
integration. This research has established that accounting firms must navigate through
complex barriers including technical complexity, cultural resistance, and strategic

uncertainties when adopting AIDA as they pursue digital transformation. The findings reveal

265



that accounting firms cannot rely solely on individual-level competencies but must develop

firm-level capabilities to effectively harness AIDA’s potential.

In the Singapore context, where the Al market is forecasted to expand from US$1.05 billion
in 2024 to US$4.65 billion by 2030 (ISCA, 2024), accounting firms have significant
opportunities to leverage AIDA for competitive advantage. The following sub-sections
provide targeted recommendations for different types of accounting firms, policymakers,

and educators based on the research findings.
8.4.1 Implications for Practice

The empirical findings from this study offer insights for accounting practitioners across
different firm types. The cross-case analysis revealed distinctive patterns in how Big 4s,
Mid-tiers, and Boutiques overcoming barriers and cultivate enablers that allow them to
effectively adopt AIDA. These insights allow for the development of tailored
recommendations that address the specific challenges and opportunities each firm type faces

in their digital transformation journey.
For Big 4s

The research findings indicate that structural fragmentation and communication gaps present
significant barriers for Big 4 firms. The cross-case analysis revealed a persistent “disconnect
between technical and accounting teams” that creates “incompatible languages and mindsets”
(Section 7.5.1). This challenge was articulated by a partner at Landmark Co, who noted that
technical and accounting teams “effectively speak very different languages” (#1-A-Partner).
To address this fundamental challenge, Big 4 firms should consider expanding their
centralised innovation teams into comprehensive AIDA Innovation Labs that deliberately

bridge technical and accounting expertise.

Evidence from Trailblazer Co supports this approach, where innovation teams were found
to play “a crucial role in boosting confidence among less tech-savvy staff and provide
necessary support in technology implementation” (#3-C-Partner). By creating these cross-
functional labs, Big 4 firms could potentially reduce transformation lag by 40-50% through
enhanced knowledge transfer and collaboration. These labs would serve as the organisational
backbone for integrating emerging technologies such as multimodal Al systems, which
combine various information formats (text, images, and audio) in ways that resemble human
cognitive processing (Baltrusaitis et al., 2018).
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Complementing these innovation labs, Big 4 firms would benefit from establishing formal
governance frameworks that balance global standardisation with local flexibility. As noted
by a senior manager at Trailblazer Co, effective AIDA implementation requires that “the
global level maintains a standardised process flow, which ensures consistency while
allowing for adaptability where necessary” (#7-C-SeniorManager). These governance
frameworks could enhance global coordination while maintaining responsiveness to local
market needs, addressing the communication gaps identified as a primary barrier in Table

7-5.

The research also suggests that Big 4 firms should prepare for next-generation Al
technologies (like GenAl) through strategic roadmaps. Given their resources and global
scale, Big 4s are uniquely positioned to leverage customised enterprise GenAl models that
incorporate their proprietary knowledge and methodologies (Brynjolfsson et al., 2025;
Touvron et al., 2023). These purpose-built solutions can integrate organisational knowledge
while mitigating risks related to data security and knowledge misapplication (Alavi et al.,

2024), addressing concerns that often arise in highly regulated professional services.

Furthermore, the cross-case analysis indicates that Big 4 firms should address structural
fragmentation through cross-functional career paths that develop professionals with dual
expertise in both accounting and technology domains. This approach could reduce
miscommunication by 30-40% while accelerating AIDA implementation through improved
requirements definition. Such integration would complement the centralised innovation
teams already identified as an effective approach for overcoming barriers, creating a multi-

layered strategy for addressing the complex challenges Big 4 firms face in AIDA adoption.
For Mid-tiers

Mid-tier accounting firms face distinct challenges in AIDA adoption, primarily centred
around resource limitations as identified in Table 7-5. The cross-case analysis revealed that
these firms adopt an incremental approach to technology implementation, focusing on
“operational bottlenecks and internal process inefficiencies” (Section 7.5.2). This pragmatic
approach suggests that Mid-tiers should prioritise technologies offering the highest return

on investment, particularly RPA and analytics platforms like Power BI.

This recommendation is supported by evidence from Foresight Co, where a partner
emphasised how “the incorporation of data analytics has enabled auditors to perform more

insightful and complex assessments than previously possible” (#18-G-Partner). By focusing
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on these high-impact tools, Mid-tiers can realise significant efficiency gains while managing
their resource constraints. The empirical data also suggests that Mid-tiers should implement
protected learning time and gamification to overcome resource limitations in skill

development.

A senior manager at Synergy Co described their successful approach: “We implemented
protected time by setting aside specific periods for training, combined with gamification
elements where staff were encouraged to solve problems using tools like Alteryx, with
rewards for successful problem-solving” (#19-H-SeniorManager). This structured approach
to learning could help Mid-tiers develop the capabilities needed to address roles requiring

moderate redesign without overwhelming their limited resources.

Given these resource constraints, Mid-tiers could particularly benefit from emerging open-
source Al solutions that democratise access to advanced tools (Open-Source Initiative, 2024).
Unlike proprietary systems with substantial licensing costs, open-source options like Meta’s
Llama or Mistral AI’s models can be fine-tuned and adapted to specific requirements at
lower cost, while delivering comparable performance (ISCA, 2024; Wang and Xu, 2024).
Similarly, Retrieval-Augmented Generation (RAG) technologies could enable Mid-tiers to
enhance smaller, cost-effective language models with firm-specific data, producing context-
specific, up-to-date responses without the need for large training datasets (Gao et al., 2023;

Lewis et al., 2020).

To maximise the effectiveness of their incremental approach, Mid-tiers should also formalise
iterative learning processes through knowledge management systems that capture
implementation learnings across departments. The managing partner at Benchmark Co
highlighted their strategy that “begins with piloting, which allows them to test solutions
before full implementation” (#17-F-ManagingPartner). By systematically capturing and
transferring these learnings, Mid-tiers could improve implementation success rates by 25-
30%, enhancing their “pragmatic technology implementation” enabler identified in Table 7-

5.
For Boutiques

Boutique accounting firms face unique challenges in AIDA adoption, with the cross-case
analysis identifying “client technology resistance” as a primary barrier, with clients’ “fixed
mindset” creating adoption challenges (Section 7.5.1). Given their niche specialisation

strategy (Table 7-4), Boutiques should focus their limited resources on areas where AIDA
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can provide the greatest value, particularly in management accounting functions that are

highly amenable to Al augmentation.

The research findings suggest that Boutiques should prioritise cloud-based AIDA solutions
that minimise infrastructure investments while enabling advanced capabilities. As
demonstrated by Forward Co, where the managing partner described their focus on “VoIP
and similar communication technologies enabling remote work, expanding their talent pool,
and facilitating a borderless operational model” (#22-K-ManagingPartner), cloud-based
solutions could reduce technology costs while enhancing service flexibility. This approach
aligns with Boutiques’ need for flexible, cost-effective technology solutions that support

their specialised service offerings.

Emerging Al Agent technologies represent a particularly valuable opportunity for Boutiques.
These systems, with their sophisticated decision-making capabilities (Acharya et al., 2025;
Silver et al., 2021), could enable Boutiques to provide personalised advisory services with
limited staff resources. By shifting from rigid, procedure-based interactions to natural
language commands for executing complex tasks, Al Agents could allow Boutiques to
automate routine aspects of client interaction while focusing human expertise on high-value

advisory work, reinforcing their differentiation strategy (Table 7-4).

To address the client resistance barrier, Boutiques should develop structured frameworks for
assessing clients’ technology readiness and tailoring adoption approaches accordingly. The
managing partner at Catalyst Co described their successful strategy of “targeting trailblazing
businesses and startups that were more receptive to technological advancements” (#21-J-
ManagingPartner). By formalising this approach through client technology readiness
assessments, Boutiques could reduce implementation failures by 40-50% while

strengthening client relationships through more appropriate technology recommendations.
Transformative AIDA Practices Across Firm Types

The research findings reveal that effective AIDA adoption requires tailored approaches that
address the specific challenges and leverage the unique strengths of each firm type. Big 4
firms must overcome structural fragmentation through integrated innovation labs and
governance frameworks, while preparing for next-generation Al technologies that align with
their global scale. Mid-tiers should focus on pragmatic, high-ROI implementations

supported by formalised learning processes and cost-effective open-source solutions.
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Boutiques need to leverage cloud-based and Al Agent technologies while carefully

managing client technology readiness to ensure successful implementation.

Across all firm types, the research highlights the importance of developing firm-level
capabilities rather than simply acquiring technologies or individual skills. These capabilities
must be cultivated through deliberate organisational structures, processes, and cultures that
enable effective AIDA integration. By adopting these tailored approaches, accounting firms
of all sizes can navigate the complex challenges of digital transformation and harness the
transformative potential of AIDA technologies in ways that align with their strategic

priorities and resource constraints.
8.4.2 Implications for Policy

The research findings have significant implications for policymakers seeking to support
digital transformation in the accounting profession and leverage its economic benefits. The
cross-case analysis revealed distinctive patterns in how different firm types approach AIDA
adoption, encounter barriers, and leverage enablers, suggesting that effective policy
interventions must be similarly differentiated rather than adopting a one-size-fits-all

approach.
Regulatory Framework Recommendations

Given the ethical challenges associated with Al applications in accounting (Munoko et al.,
2020), regulators should establish clear guidelines for AIDA use that balance innovation
with ethical considerations. The findings on scepticism and structural fragmentation in Big
4s (Table 7-5) highlight the importance of addressing issues of bias, transparency, and
professional judgement in AIDA-augmented services. These concerns become particularly
acute with the emergence of Al Agents with sophisticated decision-making capabilities
(Acharya et al., 2025), which may introduce new ethical considerations around

accountability and transparency.

Complementing these ethical guidelines, regulators should develop certification standards
for AIDA tools used in audit, tax, and advisory services to ensure reliability and compliance
with professional standards. The findings on technology selection rationales (Table 7-4)
indicate that such standards could reduce uncertainty in AIDA adoption while maintaining

public trust. By establishing clear benchmarks for AIDA tool performance and reliability,
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regulators can help accounting firms navigate the complex landscape of emerging

technologies while ensuring that professional standards are maintained.
Singapore-Specific Policy Recommendations

Singapore’s unique position as a financial hub with a strong commitment to digital
transformation presents specific opportunities for policy interventions. The research
suggests that Singapore should continue positioning itself as a global centre for AIDA
innovation in accounting through targeted investments, regulatory frameworks, and talent
development initiatives. Based on the findings and projections, this could generate S$1-1.5
billion in economic value by 2030 through increased professional services exports and

enhanced financial centre attractiveness (ISCA, 2024).

The cross-case analysis revealed distinct patterns in how different firm types approach AIDA
adoption, alluding to the need for Singapore to create capability development programmes
tailored to different firm types. For Big 4s, programmes should focus on overcoming
structural fragmentation. For Mid-tiers, resources should target change management and
protected learning time initiatives. For Boutiques, support should focus on client education
and infrastructure enhancements. This targeted approach acknowledges the distinctive

barriers identified in Table 7-5.
Enabling Policy for AIDA Innovation

By implementing these policy recommendations, governments and regulators (like ACRA,
ISCA, and IMDA) can facilitate AIDA adoption across all segments of the accounting
profession while addressing the specific barriers and enablers identified for each firm type.
This approach recognises that effective policy interventions must be tailored to the unique
characteristics and challenges of different firm types rather than adopting a one-size-fits-all
approach. Through targeted regulation, certification standards, and capability development
programmes, policymakers can create an environment that enables accounting firms of all
sizes to navigate the complex challenges of digital transformation and harness the

transformative potential of AIDA technologies.
8.4.3 Implications for Education

The research findings highlight the need for significant changes in accounting education to

prepare professionals for an AIDA-transformed profession. The cross-case analysis revealed
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gaps in technical expertise, integration challenges between technical and accounting
domains, and the need for new learning approaches across different firm types, all of which

have implications for how accounting education should evolve.
Curriculum Recommendations

The findings on communication gaps between technical and accounting teams (Table 7-5)
suggest that educational institutions should create programmes that explicitly bridge
technical and accounting expertise, producing graduates capable of operating at the
intersection of these domains. The ADA second major launched in 2018 by SMU-SOA
represents an exemplary approach to this challenge (Singapore Management University,
2018). Graduates who completed this second major as a supplement to their primary
accounting degree were found to possess the skills and competencies needed to meet the

rising demand for data and Al expertise in the accounting profession (Seow et al., 2024).

The aspect of this research that looks into the technology implementation approaches (Table
7-2) also hints that accounting education should shift toward problem-based learning so that
students will develop the competencies to apply AIDA technologies to complex business
scenarios. This pedagogical approach would better prepare graduates for the analytical and
problem-solving demands of modern accounting practice (Ng, 2023). SMU has implemented
this approach through the Accounting Analytics Capstone course, as part of the ADA second
major, where students apply AIDA technologies learned in classrooms to solve real-world

problems for industry clients (Lee and Pan, 2020; Seow et al., 2021).

Furthermore, the findings on role transformation (Table 7-3) suggest that accounting
programmes should incorporate AIDA technologies like RPA, data analytics, and ML into
core courses rather than treating them as electives or specialisations. SMU has pioneered
this approach by revamping its Bachelor of Accountancy curriculum to include Statistical
Programming as one of two AIDA competency-building courses in its accounting core
curriculum since 2019 (Singapore Management University, n.d.). In this course, accounting
students learn to use the R programming language to solve accounting problems through
statistical learning techniques, developing foundational AIDA skills that will be essential as

accounting roles undergo moderate to major redesign.
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Industry-Academic Collaboration Recommendations

The findings on innovation team approaches (Table 7-3) suggest that universities should
collaborate with accounting firms and technology providers to establish research centres
focused on AIDA applications in accounting. Such centres could accelerate knowledge
development and transfer between academic and professional contexts, contributing to
market growth projections. This approach is already being implemented in Singapore, where
ISCA set aside SGD 2 million in 2023 to launch the Al for Al (Artificial Intelligence for the
Accounting Industry) initiative (ISCA, 2024).

Drawing on the findings on learning approaches across firm types (Table 7-5), accounting
programmes should partner with firms of all sizes to provide students with hands-on
experience in AIDA implementation and use. SMU has been active in this area, launching a
work-study programme with EY in 2021 that provides students with on-the-job training
specifically focused on AIDA applications in accounting work (Singapore Management
University, 2021). Subsequently, all Big 4 firms have established partnerships with SMU for
internships across their four main service lines (Assurance, Consulting, Strategy, and Tax),

providing students with valuable exposure to real-world AIDA applications.
Forward-Looking AI Education for Accountants

The research findings emphasise the need for accounting education to evolve beyond
traditional boundaries, incorporating technical skills, problem-based learning approaches,
and industry collaborations that prepare graduates for an AIDA-transformed profession. By
implementing these recommendations, educational institutions can help address the
capability gaps identified in the research, producing graduates who are equipped to navigate
the complex challenges of digital transformation and harness the transformative potential of

AIDA technologies.

The successful examples from SMU demonstrate the feasibility and impact of these
approaches, suggesting that other institutions could adopt similar models tailored to their
specific contexts. Through curriculum innovation and industry collaboration, accounting
education can play a vital role in enabling the profession to adapt to technological change

and continue delivering value in an increasingly digital business environment.
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8.5 Limitations and Future Research

While this research makes significant contributions to understanding how accounting firms
build DCs in AIDA, it is important to acknowledge its limitations and identify opportunities

for future research that can extend and refine these findings (Eriksson, 2013).
8.5.1 Methodological Limitations

This research focused on 11 accounting firms operating in Singapore, with 24 participants
across these firms. Whilst this sample provided rich, in-depth insights into AIDA adoption
processes, it limits the statistical generalisability of the findings to other contexts. The focus
on Singapore, whilst methodologically justified given its advanced digital infrastructure and
strategic importance as a financial hub in Asia, represents a geographical constraint that
warrants acknowledgement. Singapore’s position as a global leader in Al readiness (Oxford
Insights, 2023) creates a specific context that may not fully reflect the experiences of firms
operating in markets with different technological capabilities, regulatory environments, and
competitive characteristics. Firms in other regions may face different challenges regarding
infrastructure readiness, regulatory constraints, and organisational culture that were not
captured in this research. Nevertheless, Singapore’s success in AIDA adoption, despite its
relatively small geographical size, offers valuable learning points for other contexts (Frana,
2024). Singapore exemplifies how focused policies and strategic initiatives can accelerate
the adoption of AIDA tools in heavily regulated industries like accountancy. This suggests
that the findings, whilst contextually situated, may provide important insights for
comparable high-regulation, high-technology environments. Future comparative studies
exploring AIDA adoption trends across diverse geographical settings would enhance the
external validity of these findings whilst illuminating how strategies successful in Singapore

might be adapted to suit different regional contexts.

Regarding participant composition, it is important to clarify that the study’s focus on
managing partners, partners, directors, senior managers, and managers reflects a deliberate
methodological choice rather than a significant limitation. Within the well-established
hierarchical structure of accounting firms, managers (typically possessing 7-9 years of
experience) and senior managers (9-11 years of experience) occupy pivotal positions that
bridge strategic decision-making and operational implementation. These professionals have
sufficient technical expertise and organisational knowledge to provide informed
perspectives on both the strategic vision and practical challenges of AIDA adoption.
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Moreover, managers and senior managers directly supervise the work of more junior staff
(associates and seniors with 1-5 years of experience), positioning them to credibly represent
the experiences across organisational levels. The exclusion of more junior professionals is
methodologically sound, as these staff members typically execute AIDA-related tasks under
supervision rather than participating in capability-building decisions or strategic planning.
Junior staff, whilst experiencing the effects of AIDA implementation, generally lack the
organisational context and cross-functional exposure necessary to contribute meaningfully
to discussions about organisational capability development—the primary focus of this
research. Furthermore, the inclusion of managers (rather than limiting participants to only
partners and directors) ensured representation from professionals who work “in the trenches”
with AIDA technologies, thereby capturing operational insights alongside strategic
perspectives. This methodological approach aligns with the research objectives of
understanding organisational-level capability development whilst still capturing the practical

realities of AIDA implementation across different firm levels.

The data collection approach taken for this research also has its limitations. Relying
exclusively on semi-structured interviews without incorporating secondary data sources
meant that findings could not be validated against objective organisational measures. By
taking an interpretivist epistemological position, the study focused on interview participants’
experiences and interpretations of AIDA adoption processes, placing a greater emphasis on
how they understood capability development instead of quantifying the relationship between
these capabilities and firm performance metrics. Although this approach has provided rich
insights into how accounting firms pursue digital transformation, it limits assessment of
whether the AIDA technologies they have implemented actually delivered effective and
measurable improvements. Furthermore, this research looked into AIDA adoption at a

specific point in time rather than tracking how capabilities develop over extended periods.

Given the iterative nature of the ADAPT Model proposed, this this single-point-in-time
approach means that important patterns in how capabilities evolve through multiple cycles
and how firms learn from previous implementations could not be captured. The dynamic
nature of capabilities suggests that their development trajectories may reveal insights over
time that this study’s cross-sectional design could not access. The qualitative nature of this
research also limits the ability to provide empirical validation for economic projections
referenced in the implications for practice, policy, and education discussed in Section 8.4

include references to some economic estimates, such as the potential to generate “S$1-1.5

275



billion in economic value by 2030 through increased professional services exports and

enhanced financial centre attractiveness” (ISCA, 2024).

These methodological limitations constraints point to several valuable directions for future
research. Combining the insights from interviews about how accounting firms pursue digital
transformation with objective performance indicators tracked over time, supplemented with
other data sources such as internal documentation on AIDA implementation would enable
validation against measurable outcomes while tracking capability evolution across multiple
ADAPT cycles. More precise econometric modelling would also be valuable to substantiate

ISCA’s economic projections with greater statistical rigour.

Whilst the integrated theoretical framework conceptualised in Figure 5-1 provided a
valuable multi-theoretical lens for analysing AIDA adoption processes, it necessarily
privileged certain aspects of the phenomenon while potentially obscuring others. The
framework’s emphasis on integrating DCs, SAP, and TIP together may have limited
attention to alternative theoretical explanations that could provide complementary insights
into the processes observed. This theoretical selectivity is inherent in any research design

but should be acknowledged as potentially constraining the interpretive scope of the findings.

Finally, the interpretivist epistemology and subjectivist ontology adopted in this research,
whilst appropriate for exploring socially constructed phenomena like capability
development, introduce certain limitations. These philosophical positions emphasise the
meanings that participants assign to their experiences, which may not fully capture the
objective constraints and enablers of AIDA adoption, such as technological architectures,
economic factors, or structural conditions that exist independently of participants’
interpretations. Furthermore, the subjectivist stance may limit the generalisability of findings
to contexts with different social and cultural interpretive frameworks. However, this
limitation was deemed acceptable given the research’s focus on understanding how
organisational actors perceive, interpret, and respond to technological change, which is

fundamentally a social process.
8.5.2 Theoretical Limitations

The ADAPT Model was developed based on accounting firms’ experiences with AIDA
adoption. Whilst the model likely has broader applicability to other professional service

contexts and potentially beyond, its validity in these contexts requires empirical testing. The
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model’s components may need to be refined or adapted when applied to organisations with
different structural characteristics, professional norms, or technological requirements. This
contextual specificity is both a strength, in that it captures the distinctive features of

accounting practice, and a limitation, in that it may constrain the model’s transferability.

AIDA technologies are rapidly evolving, with new capabilities emerging continuously. The
findings reflect the state of these technologies during the research period (mid-2023), but the
specific technologies and their applications will continue to develop, potentially affecting
the validity of some of the more technology-specific findings. The pace of technological
change in artificial intelligence and data analytics means that certain technical aspects of this
research may become outdated, even as the underlying theoretical principles remain relevant.
This limitation is inherent in any research on rapidly evolving technologies and underscores

the need for continuous theoretical refinement as technological landscapes change.

Whilst this research identifies plausible relationships between AIDA adoption approaches
and performance outcomes, the precise causal mechanisms and moderating factors require
further investigation. These relationships would benefit from rigorous empirical testing to
establish causal mechanisms. The complex interplay between organisational capabilities,
technological adoption, and performance outcomes may involve relationships that could not
be fully explored within the scope of this study. This limitation reflects the exploratory

nature of the research and points to important directions for future confirmatory studies.

Finally, other theoretical viewpoints beyond DCs, SAP, and TIP could provide other ways
to understand the observations from the qualitative data collected. Future studies could take
into account the likelihood that AIDA adoption is indicative of broader pressures on firms
to follow industry trends, norms, and expectations, instead of actual strategic intent, as
considered in institutional theory (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). This line of thinking has
been applied to explain how organisations adopt Al to preserve legitimacy and avoid being
perceived as lagging behind (Mohan, 2024). Another avenue of research, grounded in ANT,
has examined how technologies take shape through the situated interactions of people,
systems, and materials (Holmstrom and Robey, 2005). This approach has been used to show
how ICT practices are continuously assembled and reconfigured within socio-technical
networks (Eze et al., 2019). Taken together, these perspectives reflect a form of theoretical
pluralism that offers valuable directions for future research, rather than a fundamental

limitation of the present study.
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8.5.3 Future Research Directions

Building on these limitations and the insights from this research, several promising avenues
for future research are proposed, organised around four key themes: theoretical extensions,
empirical validation of the ADAPT Model, practical applications and impact assessment,

and educational innovations.
Theoretical Extensions

Future research could more explicitly connect the ADAPT Model with organisational
learning theory, examining how different learning mechanisms (e.g., experiential learning,
vicarious learning) influence the effectiveness of ADAPT cycles and the development of
meta-capabilities. This theoretical integration would enhance understanding of how firms
accumulate and leverage knowledge through successive technology adoption initiatives and
how these learning processes contribute to competitive advantage in increasingly Al-driven

markets.

Researchers should investigate the microfoundations of AIDA capabilities, exploring how
individual-level factors (e.g., skills, motivations, cognitive processes) influence the
development and deployment of organisation-level capabilities. Such research would
address calls for more attention to the microfoundations of DCs (Felin and Foss, 2005) and
provide insights into how individual behaviours aggregate to create organisational-level
capabilities. This micro-level perspective would complement the more macro-oriented focus
of the current study and enhance understanding of the multi-level processes involved in

capability development.

Given the findings on strategic partnerships and cross-firm collaboration, future research
should examine how interorganisational networks influence AIDA capability development.
This could include studies of knowledge sharing, collaborative innovation, and competitive
dynamics in capability development. Network analysis methodologies could be particularly
valuable for mapping these interorganisational relationships and understanding how they
influence capability development trajectories. This research direction acknowledges that
capability development increasingly transcends organisational boundaries and involves

complex ecosystems of interdependent actors.
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Empirical Validation of the ADAPT Model

Future research could test the ADAPT Model across a larger sample of firms using
quantitative methods to assess its statistical validity and generalisability. Such studies could
examine the relationships between model components and performance outcomes,
potentially using structural equation modelling to validate the relationships suggested by the
ADAPT Model. This quantitative validation would complement the qualitative insights

generated in this study and provide a more robust empirical foundation for the model.

Researchers could also explore the applicability of the ADAPT Model beyond accounting
to other professional service firms (e.g., legal, consulting) and potentially to non-
professional service contexts. Such research would help identify which elements of the
model are specific to accounting and which have broader applicability across different
organisational settings. Comparative studies across industries would be particularly valuable

for refining the model’s boundary conditions and enhancing its theoretical generalisability.

Given the iterative nature of the ADAPT Model, longitudinal research tracking firms through
multiple ADAPT cycles could provide valuable insights into how capabilities evolve over
time and how firms learn from previous cycles to enhance subsequent implementations. This
research approach would address the temporal limitations of the current study and generate
important insights into the developmental trajectories of AIDA capabilities. Longitudinal
case studies or panel surveys could be particularly appropriate methodologies for this

research direction.
Practical Applications and Impact Assessment

More rigorous econometric modelling of the relationship between AIDA adoption and
economic outcomes would provide valuable insights for both practitioners and policymakers.
Such research could quantify the return on investment for different AIDA technologies and
implementation approaches, addressing the measurement limitations identified in this study.
This economic analysis would enhance understanding of the business case for AIDA

adoption and help firms optimise their technology investment strategies.

Future research should examine the ethical and societal implications of AIDA adoption in
accounting, including issues of algorithmic bias, transparency, privacy, and professional
judgment. This research would contribute to the development of ethical guidelines and

regulatory frameworks for responsible AIDA use. The increasing autonomy and decision-
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making capacity of Al systems raises important questions about accountability and control
that require careful scholarly examination. This research direction acknowledges that
technological innovations have broader societal implications that extend beyond their

organisational impact.
Educational Innovations

Researchers should investigate effective approaches for developing AIDA competencies in
accounting education, examining the impact of different pedagogical methods on learning
outcomes and professional readiness. This research would address the significant
educational challenges identified in this study and help bridge the growing gap between
traditional accounting education and the evolving skill requirements of the profession.
Experimental or quasi-experimental studies comparing different educational interventions

could be particularly valuable for this research direction.

Future research should develop more detailed forecasts of the specific skills and
competencies that accounting professionals will need in an AIDA-transformed profession.
Such research would inform curriculum development and professional training programmes,
helping educational institutions and professional bodies adapt to the changing skill
requirements of the profession. Delphi studies or scenario planning methodologies could be

particularly appropriate for this forward-looking research agenda.

Finally, researchers should examine innovative approaches to continuing professional
development that can help practising accountants develop AIDA competencies throughout
their careers. This could include studies of micro-credentials, just-in-time learning, and
technology-enabled professional development. This research direction acknowledges that
the rapid pace of technological change requires continuous learning and skill development
beyond formal education, and that innovative approaches to professional development are

needed to address this challenge.
8.5.4 Summary of Limitations and Research Opportunities

The limitations of this study provide critical context for interpreting its findings whilst
simultaneously highlighting valuable opportunities for future research. This research
represents a qualitative exploration of how accounting firms build DCs in AIDA, with the
identified methodological and theoretical constraints serving as natural starting points for
subsequent scholarly inquiry. The proposed research agenda, spanning theoretical
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extensions, empirical validation of the ADAPT Model, practical applications, and
educational innovations offers multiple pathways for scholars to extend and refine these
initial insights. Through addressing these limitations in future studies, researchers can
develop more robust understandings of capability development in accounting firms and
contribute meaningfully to both theoretical discourse and professional practice as the

accounting profession continues its technological transformation.

8.6 Conclusion: A Vision for the Future

This research has explored how accounting firms build DCs in AIDA as they pursue digital
transformation. Through a comprehensive analysis involving 24 accounting professionals
across 11 accounting firms in Singapore, spanning Big 4s, Mid-tiers, and Boutiques, the
ADAPT Model has been developed, a theoretical framework that conceptualises capability
development as an iterative, firm-size-specific process comprising five interconnected stages:
Assess, Design, Align, Pilot, and Transform. The ADAPT Model’s development was shaped
significantly by the research’s interpretivist epistemology and subjectivist ontology, which
recognised capability development as a socially constructed phenomenon enacted through
the interpretations and actions of organisational members rather than as an objective,
deterministic process. This philosophical grounding enables the model to account for the
contextual, situated nature of capability development while acknowledging the role of
human agency in shaping how AIDA technologies are perceived, selected, and integrated

into organisational routines.

The ADAPT Model represents an advancement in understanding organisational adaptation
to technological disruption, integrating insights from the DCs framework (Teece, 2007),
SAP (Jarzabkowski, 2004, 2005; Whittington, 1996, 2003, 2006), and TIP (Orlikowski,
2000), while factoring in the implications of digital transformation (Hanelt et al., 2021; Hess
et al., 2016; Vial, 2019, 2021). It provides a flexible framework that accounts for the
variations in capability development processes across different firm types, addressing the

gap in existing theory and practice.

The findings reveal that AIDA adoption is not merely a technological implementation but a
strategic transformation that reshapes organisational structures, processes, practices, and
ultimately, competitive positioning. The economic impact of this transformation potentially
extends beyond firm-level efficiency gains to industry-level market contributions and

broader economic effects, with estimates reaching US$2.0-2.5 billion in Singapore and
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US$200-250 billion globally by 2030 (ISCA, 2024). As accounting firms continue to
navigate the challenges and opportunities of digital transformation, the insights from this
research offer valuable guidance for practitioners, policymakers, and educators. By
following the ADAPT Model and implementing the specific recommendations outlined in
this chapter, stakeholders can enhance the effectiveness of AIDA adoption, maximise its

economic benefits, and address its associated challenges.

Looking to the future, accounting emerges not merely as a profession transformed by
technology but as a catalyst for broader economic transformation. As AIDA capabilities
continue to develop and diffuse across the profession, accounting will increasingly serve not
just as a recorder of economic activity but as an enabler of economic efficiency, transparency,
and decision-making. This transformation mirrors what Schumpeter (1934) described as
creative destruction, a process through which innovation disrupts existing structures while

creating new forms of value.

In this vision, accounting firms become not just adopters of technology but innovators and
orchestrators, combining technological capabilities with professional expertise to create
solutions that enhance business decision-making. Big 4s leverage their global scale to
develop standardised solutions that enhance financial system integrity across markets. Mid-
tiers utilise their agility and efficiency to provide cost-effective services that improve
operational performance across the middle market. Boutiques harness their specialised
knowledge to develop niche solutions that address specific client challenges with precision.
Collectively, these transformed accounting firms contribute to a more efficient, transparent,
and resilient economic system, reducing information asymmetries, enhancing capital
allocation, and supporting evidence-based decision-making across the economy. This
contribution extends beyond the direct economic value of accounting services to the broader

economic benefits of improved information quality and decision-making.

The ADAPT Model provides a pathway for realising this vision, offering accounting firms
a structured yet flexible approach to building the capabilities needed for an Al-driven future.
By embracing this model and the recommendations that come from it, the accounting
profession can not only navigate its own digital transformation but also contribute to the

broader economic transformation that AIDA technologies promise.

In concluding this research, the call is for accounting practitioners, policymakers, educators,

and researchers to embrace the opportunities and challenges of AIDA adoption, working
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collaboratively to realise its full potential. The journey will not be without obstacles, but as
the findings demonstrate, with the right approaches and capabilities, accounting firms of all
sizes can successfully navigate through their digital transformation journey, creating value

for themselves, their clients, and the broader economy in the process.
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APPENDICES

Consent Form

A University
of Glasgow
College of Social
Sciences

Consent Form

Title of Project: ...Exploring how Accounting Firms build Dynamic Capabilities in Al and Machine

Learning for Data Analytics (AIMLDA) as they pursue Digital Transformation...

Name of Researcher: ...Benjamin Huan Zhou LEE (b.lee.1@research.gla.ac.uk)...

Please tick as appropriate

Yes [0 No O | confirm that | have read and understood the Participant Information Sheet for
the above study and have had the opportunity to ask questions.

Yes [ No [ I understand that my participation is voluntary and that | am free to withdraw
at any time, without giving any reason.

Yes [J No [ | consent to interviews being recorded.

Yes [J No [ | acknowledge that participants will be referred to by pseudonym.

| agree that:

Yes [J No [ All names and other material likely to identify individuals will be anonymised.

Yes [J No [ The material will be treated as confidential and kept in secure storage at all
times.

Yes [J No [ Personal data will be destroyed once the project is complete.

Yes [J No [ Research data collected from the interviews will be retained in secure storage
for use in future academic research

Yes [J No [ The material may be used in future publications, both print and online.

Yes [J No [ | waive my copyright to any data collected as part of this project.

Yes [J No OJ | acknowledge the provision of a Privacy Notice in relation to this research

project.
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Consent clause,

| agree to take part in this research study |

| do not agree to take part in this research study |

Name of Participant ........ccceeceereinnen. SIBNATUIE i
Date .o

Name of Researcher ... Benjamin Huan Zhou LEE ... Signature

330



Participant Information Sheet

B Universit
of Glasgovz

College of Social
Sciences

Participant Information Sheet

Study title: Exploring how Accounting Firms build Dynamic Capabilities in Al and Machine Learning for
Data Analytics (AIMLDA) as they pursue Digital Transformation

Researcher Details: Benjamin Huan Zhou LEE (b.lee.1@research.gla.ac.uk)

Research Supervision

This research study is being supervised by the researcher’s supervisors, namely: Dr Karl WARNER
(Karl.Warner@glasgow.ac.uk) and Dr Adina DUDAU (Adina.Dudau@glasgow.ac.uk). Should you have
any questions regarding this research, you may contact the researcher or his supervisors at their
respective emails.

Research Invitation

You are being invited to take part in a research study. Before you decide to take part, it is important
for you to understand why the research is being done and what it will involve. Please read the following
information carefully and discuss it with others if you wish. Ask the researcher if there is anything that
is not clear or if you would like more information. Take some time to decide whether or not you wish
to take part.

Thank you for reading this.
Research Participation

You are invited as a research participant for this study as the insights you share based on your seniority
and role in your accounting firm and your answers to the research questions asked are key to
identifying capabilities that enable accounting firms to pursue digital transformation as an ongoing
and perpetual evolutionary process. As a research participant, you are invited to provide responses to
questions in a truthful manner but are not obliged to disclose any information that you do not wish
to. If, at any point in time, you wish to withdraw from participating in this research study, you can do
so without giving any reason.

Details of Study
Artificial Intelligence (Al) and Machine Learning (ML) are examples of digital technologies at the
forefront of digital transformation. There is increasing evidence that the accounting profession is

currently experiencing technological disruption despite traditionally being safe from disruption. As
technological innovation continues its rapid rise, there is growing perception that an accountant or
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auditor will fall victim to computerisation because their jobs often involve activities that are repetitive
and manual, such as adjusting entries and transactions reconciliation.

This research seeks to identify the capabilities that accounting firms need to leverage digital
technologies to enhance firm productivity and remain competitive in delivering value to clients they
service. This will be significant to how accounting firms provide accounting and auditing services,
which remains a necessity for all businesses, as they evolve alongside technological advancements by
building capabilities that allow them to implement technology in their work. The findings from the
research would have an impact in accounting firms’ provision of services as the manual and arduous
tasks are taken over by Al and ML, which may drastically change how they work, who they service, and
what they do.

This study uses the qualitative research method of longitudinal case studies where respondents are
interviewed and asked open-ended questions relating to the accounting professionals working in
accounting firms. The interviews will be conducted either in-person or by video-conferencing tools
(Zoom or Microsoft Teams) and will be recorded as well as subsequently transcribed only for the
purposes of research. The interviews are expected to take approximately 30 — 60 minutes.

Following data analysis of relevant data collected from the interviews, a summary of the results will
be written in report format. If you would like a written summary of the results, you can email the
researcher at b.lee.1@research.gla.ac.uk to request for a copy.

Statement of Confidentiality

To protect confidentiality of the interviewees, the following will be done:

(i) The firms’ identity will be concealed (e.g. Firm A) and the interviewees’ names will be
anonymised, leaving only their position in the firm (e.g. Manager A, Partner B). By this,
Manager A represents an accounting manager in Firm A.

(i) In any recordings done, interviewees will not be referred to by their names and firms will
not be named. Any reference to names will be done so anonymously (e.g. a manager in
Firm A or a partner in Firm B)

(iii) Transcripts of recordings will likewise follow (ii) and transcribe names of firms and
employees anonymously.

(iv) If absolutely necessary, pseudonyms will be used for the firms and the employees.
Please note that assurances on confidentiality will be strictly adhered to unless evidence of
wrongdoing or potential harm is uncovered. In such cases the University may be obliged to contact
relevant statutory bodies/agencies.
What will the data be used for?
The data collected through the interviews will be transcribed and will then be used to build individual

cases across different firms. The findings from the data analysis will then be used in the production of
the PhD Thesis, Journal Articles, and Conference Papers.
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The data will be stored in compliance with the University of Glasgow Research Data Management
Policy. The active data will be stored on the University of Glasgow OneDrive and Microsoft TEAMS until
the publication and submission of the thesis. The archive data will be stored on Enlighten: Research
Data and securely preserved in an appropriate format for a minimum of 10 years or longer if specified
by the funder. The ten years run from the date of any publication based on the data or the date on
which the data was last requested and accessed by a third party. Data being deleted or destroyed will
be done with particular concern for confidentiality and security and in accordance with research
funder requirements.

All electronic data will be stored on the University of Glasgow OneDrive for the duration of this study
and the researcher’s PhD. Paper data will be kept under lock and key at the researcher’s home address
in Singapore.

Any personal data will be disposed immediately after the pseudonym process is done or at the end of
the research project. Any paper documents containing personal data will be shredded, and electronic
files will be erased using secure removal software.

What will the data be used for?

This project has been considered and approved by the College Research Ethics Committee

To pursue any complaint about the conduct of the research: contact the Acting Lead for Ethical Review,
College of Social Sciences, Dr Benjamin Franks: email socsci-ethics-lead @glasgow.ac.uk

End of Participant Information Sheet
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Privacy Notice

Privacy Notice for Participation in Research Project: Exploring how Accounting Firms
build Dynamic Capabilities in Al and Machine Learning for Data Analytics (AIMLDA) as they
pursue Digital Transformation by Benjamin Huan Zhou LEE (b.lee.1@research.gla.ac.uk)

Your Personal Data

The University of Glasgow will be what's known as the ‘Data Controller’ of your personal data
processed in relation to your participation in the research project [Exploring how Accounting Firms
build Dynamic Capabilities in Al and Machine Learning for Data Analytics (AIMLDA) as they pursue
Digital Transformation This privacy notice will explain how The University of Glasgow will process
your personal data.

Why we need it

We are collecting basic personal data such as your name and contact details in order to conduct
our research. We need your name and contact details to: arrange for interviews and potentially
follow up on the data you have provided in the interviews.

We only collect data that we need for the research project and all personal information (firm name,
participant name, job title, or any other information that may be traced back to you will be
anonymised. This is to ensure anonymity for the answers you give during the interview.

Please note that assurances on confidentiality will be strictly adhered to unless evidence of
wrongdoing or potential harm is uncovered. In such cases the University may be obliged to contact
relevant statutory bodies/agencies.

Please see accompanying Participant Information Sheet,
Legal basis for processing your data

We must have a legal basis for processing all personal data. As this processing is for Academic
Research, we will be relying upon Task in the Public Interest in order to process the basic personal
data that you provide. For any special categories data collected we will be processing this on the
basis that it is necessary for archiving purposes, scientific or historical research purposes or
statistical purposes

Alongside this, in order to fulfil our ethical obligations, we will ask for your Consent to take part in
the study Please see accompanying Consent Form.

What we do with it and who we share it with

All the personal data you submit is processed by: Benjamin (the researcher, PhD student of the
University of Glasgow in the United Kingdom) who will be supervised by Dr Karl Warner (primary
supervisor) and Dr Adina Dudau (secondary supervisor), both of whom are faculty at the same
university. In addition, security measures are in place to ensure that your personal data remains
safe: (i) anonymisation or pseudonymisation of personal data, (ii) data will be encrypted and store
only on the university’s OneDrive.

A summary of the findings from this research study and details of any subsequent publications or
outputs will be provided to you on request.

CoSS Privacy Notice/CREC/October 2022
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Please consult the Consent form and Participant Information Sheet which accompanies this
notice.

What are your rights?*

GDPR provides that individuals have certain rights including: to request access to, copies of and
rectification or erasure of personal data and to object to processing. In addition, data subjects may
also have the right to restrict the processing of the personal data and to data portability. You can
request access to the information we process about you at any time.

If at any point you believe that the information we process relating to you is incorrect, you can request
to see this information and may in some instances request to have it restricted, corrected, or erased.
You may also have the right to object to the processing of data and the right to data portability.

Please note that as we are processing your personal data for research purposes, the ability to
exercise these rights may vary as there are potentially applicable research exemptions under the
GDPR and the Data Protection Act 2018. For more information on these exemptions, please see
UofG Research with personal and special categories of data.

If you wish to exercise any of these rights, please submit your request via the webform or contact
d la.ac.uk

Complaints

If you wish to raise a complaint on how we have handled your personal data, you can contact the
University Data Protection Officer who will investigate the matter.

Our Data Protection Officer can be contacted at dataprotectionofficer@glasgow.ac.uk

If you are not satisfied with our response or believe we are not processing your personal data in
accordance with the law, you can complain to the Information Commissioner's Office (ICO)

https://ico.org.uk/

Who has ethically reviewed the project?

This project has been ethically approved via the College of Social Sciences Research Ethics
Committee or relevant School Ethics Forum in the College.

How long do we keep it for?

Your personal data will be retained by the University only for as long as is necessary for processing
and no longer than the period of ethical approval (projected PhD completion date is June 2025).
After this time, personal data will be securely deleted.

Your research data will be retained for a period of ten years in line with the University of Glasgow

Guidelines. Specific details in relation to research data storage are provided on the Participant
Information Sheet and Consent Form which accompany this notice.

End of Privacy Notice

CoSS Privacy Notice/CREC/October 2022
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Semi-Structured Interview Guide

Introduction

e Researcher’s background

e Background of research project on Al-driven analytics (AIDA) adoption and digital

transformation in accounting firms and motivation of research study
¢ Confidentiality assurance and recording permission

Participant’s Background

1. How long have you been in the accounting profession?
2. Could you tell me about your current role and responsibilities in the firm?
3. How long have you been with the organisation?

4. What has been your involvement with digital transformation initiatives?

Existing Digital and AIDA Strategy
1. Could you please share about your firm’s digital strategy, particularly regarding AIDA

adoption?
2. What are the major benefits that accounting firms can derive from AIDA transformation?
3. How does your firm currently identify and evaluate opportunities for AIDA adoption?

Implementation of Digital Tools

1. What AIDA technologies has your firm invested in over the past three years?
2. How did your firm approach the implementation of these technologies?

Organisational Change

1. How has AIDA adoption changed the way your firm operates?

2. How has the organisational structure evolved to accommodate AIDA technologies?

Conclusion
1. Anything else you would like to add regarding AIDA adoption and digital transformation in

your firm?
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Pseudonymised Firms Concise Descriptive Characteristics
Big 4s:

Landmark Co (Firm A): a Big 4 firm serving as an established reference point in the

accounting industry

Safeguard Co (Firm B): a Big 4 firm distinguished by its emphasis on data security and client

confidentiality

Trailblazer Co (Firm C): a Big 4 firm pioneering the integration of data analytics and

advanced digital tools

Keystone Co (Firm D): a Big 4 firm positioned as a central support element for clients during

digital transformation
Mid-tiers:

Reliable Co (Firm E): a mid-tier firm delivering dependable service through paperless

operations

Benchmark Co (Firm F): a mid-tier firm setting clear standards for digital processes in

accounting operations

Foresight Co (Firm G): a mid-tier firm with an anticipatory approach to digital

transformation

Synergy Co (Firm H): a mid-tier firm creating powerful combinations of human expertise

and technological capabilities
Boutiques:

Catalyst Co (Firm J): a boutique firm that sparks and accelerates transformational change in

financial processes

Forward Co (Firm K): a boutique firm moving clients ahead toward future-ready financial

practices

Venture Co (Firm L): a boutique firm exploring emerging technologies through

experimental balanced approaches
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