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Abstract 

In recent times, the history of a country‟s culture has become increasingly recognised as a crucial factor in its 

accounting methods. The globalization of the practice of economics has lead to homogenous international 

standards which are at the core of its development for practitioners, researchers and academics. This research 

considered some factors that might influence the adoption of International Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS) 

as cultural obstacles. This study investigates the religion, the language, technical skill and expertise as main 

cultural obstacles for the adoption of IFRS worldwide. 

Findings revealed the incompatibility of many IFRS with principles of Islamic religion, and also many non- 

English countries apply wrong implementation of IFRS because of translation issues of IFRS from English to 

their local languages. This study concluded that it is difficult to adopt IFRS in some countries and for some 

institutions because of the insufficient technical skill and experience of accountants and auditors to deal with 

those standards. 
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1. Introduction  

As a result of the rapid evolution of the global financial markets, it has become necessary to prepare financial 

statements for international comparison, and in order to investigate the full competition in this market (Irvine & 

Lucas, 2006, p. 3). The movement towards conformity uniformity in international accounting results is resulting 

from the globalization of business and the need for a common set to conform to a universal set of accounting 

standards to facilitate investment and international trade (Fang, 2007, p. 121). These standards are called 

International Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS) which have been issued by the International Accounting 

Standards Board (IASB) in 2001 (Oluku & Ojeka, 2011, p. 916). It is believed that eight factors in a country's 

environment have a significant influence on the differences found in accounting systems: main source of finance; 

taxation; legal systems; inflation; political and economic ties; economic development; and the culture (Shima & 

Yang, 2012, p. 1). IFRS have been presented as high quality accounting standards that improve the value of 

accounting information across international borders (Ludolph, 2006, p. 17). Over 100 countries now require or 

allow IFRS for domestic reporting (Clements et al., 2010, p. 115).  

2. Research Design 

The purpose of this study was to address the main factors that would influence the adoption of International 

Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS) as cultural obstacles. In doing so, the study was based on an academic and 

theoretical literatures regarding the factors in a country‟s culture that believed to affect the process of adopting 

IFRS.  

2.1 Religion 

Religion is a cultural obstacle to the adoption of IFRS in some countries and some institutions. Its importance is 

the same across national boundaries and also has a vital influence on the way business is recorded and conducted 

(White, 2004, p. 6). According to Hamid et al. (1993, p. 134), “the incompatibility of many Western accounting 

practices with Islamic principles requires explanation.” This comment shows that some of IFRS are incompatible 

with Islamic „sharia‟ (law). This is incompatibility needs further research to explain. IFRS was released by 

Western countries through IASB in 2001 (Nandakumar et al., 2010). Islam does not determine only the religious 

http://uow.summon.serialssolutions.com/search?s.dym=false&s.q=Author%3A%22Yao+Fang%22
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practices such as prayer, but it determines even the commercial transactions which the Muslims must deal with 

in their lives (Azmi, 2010, p. 3). According to Lewis 2001 cited in (Alkhtani, 2012, p. 3), that based on the 

Sharia, Islam has a crucial role, in regulating business, and in how accounting should be undertaken  finance  

and banking ought to be organized. For example, Islamic law prevents the payment of interest, but this is not 

taken into account in IFRS (Tyrrall cited in Alkhtani, 2012, p. 3). Also, Islamic economic and financial principles 

have a direct influence on accounting policies and practices. These principles, most importantly, contain the 

institution of „Zakat‟, the prohibition of „riba‟ (financial interest), and the institution of an interest-free economic 

system (Lewis, 2001, p. 106). (Note 1).  

According to Lewis (2001, p. 117), there are three major differences between Sharia-based Islamic economics 

and those of the Western world. The first is complete prohibition of doing business with companies who deal 

with all things which are forbidden (haram) to Muslims for example gambling, alcohol, and pork derivatives. 

The second is the boycotting of „Riba‟. More acutely translated this means „usury‟ and it is more generally used 

to mean „interest‟. The prohibition of riba comes from the Quran, which says: “Those who consume interest 

cannot stand [on the Day of Resurrection] except as one stands that is being beaten by Satan into insanity” 

(Quran, 2, p. 276). In Islam, it is not deemed acceptable for a money lender to have a pre-determined and assured 

return, whilst at the same time the borrower takes all risks; the same rules apply to preferred stock. The third 

difference is the deliberate efforts to refrain from „gharar‟, which means „speculation‟. These three differences 

represent a path of obstruction to adopting Western accounting standards because charging interest is an essential 

part of most financing practices, such as the restructuring and the charging of fees for debt (White, 2004, p. 7). It 

is natural, that there are differences between the accounting principles and practices of the countries around the 

world. This is because of the difference in cultures religiously and linguistically and intellectually. 

More specifically, the Islamic religion is at variance with certain International standards such as, disclosure 

standards (Harahap, 2002, p. 35). This means the conventional a balance sheet by Western standards does not 

conform to Islamic principles of accounting, particularly with regard to Zakat (charitable giving) (Wilson, 2004, 

p. 1). According to Ibrahim (2000, p. 34), Zakat is one of the main objectives of Islamic accounting. Therefore, 

there is a need for an accounting system capable of correctly calculating and revealing the amount of Zakat 

payable. Zakat is payable at a rate of 2.5% on any money which has remained untouched for one year as well as 

on salaries. 2.5% is also the rate at which Zakat is added for trading enterprises, being calculated on net profit 

and net worth. On investment income a person must pay 10% Zakat (Ibrahim, 2000, p. 35). Therefore, the 

conventional Western treatment of assets on a balance sheet is not appropriate for these calculations, and cannot 

provide the necessary information for the correct calculation of the amount of Zakat payable.  

On the other hand, compliance with the Islamic tradition transcends national boundaries unlike the nationally 

driven cultural elements such as, the nationalism, and the language (Hamid et al., 1993, p. 134). This means that 

compliance with the Islamic principles is not only in Islamic countries while may be in countries which involve 

Islamic institutions. There are banks that follow Islamic banking in Western countries such as Westpac bank in 

Australia (La Trobe University, 2012). Also this evidence shows that religious factor is different from other 

cultural factors that do not exceed the national barriers of the state, language, customs and traditions.  

Furthermore, although the incompatibility of many Western accounting practices with the principles of Islamic 

Sharia, “many Western accounting practices draw upon assumptions which conflict with the tenets of Islam” 

(Hamid et al., 1993, p. 134). Financial practices in Islam have an in-built system which is faithful to the 

individual‟s obligations to society and not to the rights of the individual (Esposito, 2002). The unity of God is the 

focus of an Islamic accounting system in contrast to the West where the essence of its system is on entity 

ownership (White, 2004, p. 7). In Islam, social accountability is a key to the whole community and is in 

opposition to a Western system which emphasizes narrowly focused personal accountability (White, 2004, p. 7). 

Under the Muslim code of law full disclosure in financial practices means making any accounting information 

available to members of the community (Baydoun & Willett, 2000, p. 89). Therefore, the incompatibility of 

many Western accounting practices with the principles of Islamic Sharia has advantages and disadvantages on 

accounting world. 

On the other hand, the accounting and auditing standards which are adopted by Islamic financial institutions 

(AAOIFI) are a reflection of the different financial instruments, insurance systems, contracts and interest laws, 

ethical standards, and the kinds of business organization that are used by them. These standards that differ 

slightly from those of the IASB are set by the AAOIFI which currently has 115 members from 27 countries 

(Anonymous, 2009, p. 1). Specifically, five specific issues separate the two with regard to leases, restricted 

contracts, and specialty investment accounts where the investors take part of the responsibility for the business 

risk (El-Razik, 2009, p. 4). Further, AAOIFI is not only supported by central banks and Islamic financial 
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institutions in Islamic countries, but also by the international Islamic banking and finance industry around the 

world. Finally, religion is the element which most affects accounting practices especially the Islam because it 

determines how financial transactions should be done). (Note 2). 

2.2 Language 

Language is a cultural obstacle to the adoption of IFRS in some countries. Language is a cultural element that 

barely differs from many countries around the world. Of course, this difference affects the culture of human 

beings, especially, when they deal at an international using another language. The official working language of 

the IASB, and the language in which IFRS is published, is English. Then, some countries which need to translate 

IFRS to understand them before adoption sometimes face some obstacles to do that. This is because of the 

difficulty of translation of certain concepts. According to Tsakumis et al. (2009, p. 35), “[t]ranslation of IFRS 

into various languages poses another threat to accounting comparability”. And also according to Evans (2004, p. 

223) and Zeff (2007, p. 296), harmonization and standardisation of financial reporting will be severely hampered 

because of poor translation. This evidence indicates that the process of translating the international standards is 

not an easy process. This is because the process sometimes differs from person to person so they will get 

different results that hinder the comparison of financial statements that is the basis of the application of standards. 

In general, when any standard is translated wrongly or differently from the original meaning this will lead to 

misunderstanding that causes incorrect interpretation and implementation of IFRS. In essence, the professionals 

who prepare financial statements need to interpret and understand in a consistent manner the requirements 

included in financial reporting standards (session two- Background paper 2005, p. 4). Language is a huge issue 

in this regard. The IFRS are written in English and need to be translated into different languages (Christopher, 

2011). It is possible that the some of the terms used could be lost in translation largely because there are no 

equivalent terms in the translated language (Zeff, 2007, p. 296). This would be an impediment to achieving 

comparable financial statements. In detail (Evans & Baskerville, 2011, p. 37), identify specific issues relating to 

technical accounting concepts, the structure of sentences and grammar, or „vague‟ expressions. They addressed 

five specific problem areas; uncertainty/ probability expressions; complexity of syntax/sentence structure or 

length of sentences; concepts with a broader or different meaning in „everyday‟ usage; undefined or indefinable 

concepts and terms signifying different concepts or multiple meanings. According to Tsakumis et al. (2009, p. 

37), “standards cannot be translated into other languages without some distortion of meaning.” They point out 

some examples which refer to problems of translation. For example the word „remote‟, which is used in IAS31 

and IAS 37, can be translated into Spanish as „vasto‟, „remoto‟ or „lejano‟ (online translation dictionary 

www.freedict.com) (Tsakumis et al., 2009, p. 38). However, „remoto‟ can only be translated into English as 

„remote‟. Remoto also is used in the Italian and Portuguese translations of IFRS” (Tsakumis et al., 2009, p. 38). 

The translation of IFRS to any other language should be done by specialist commission in IASB to avoid 

duplication understanding of or understanding that resulting from a different translator. 

In the context of the EU, it is essential that the financial language is linguistically clear and is understandable 

across all language platforms (Hellmann et al., 2010, p. 3). The original language of IFRS is English, but the 

endorsement process of the EU means that it has to translate IFRS into all official European languages 

(Hellmann et al., 2010, p. 3). This is an EU legal requirement and IFRS are not legally binding without their 

translation (Hellmann et al., 2010, p. 3). As such, if the translation of IFRS into various European languages is 

not well-organized and rigorously undertaken it poses a threat to comparability (Hellmann et al., 2010, p. 3). 

Doupnik and Richter (2003, p. 15) provide particular evidence about the differences that exist between 

English-speaking and German-speaking accountants for a large number of „uncertainty‟ expressions. They argue 

that these differences in interpretation may be due to a culture effect or poor translation and clumsy mapping of 

certain expressions in the target language, respectively (Doupnik & Richter, 2003, p. 15). According to Doupnik 

and Richter (2003, p. 19), there is some difficulty in translating certain English expressions into German. For 

example, the single word “remote” is translated into the three-word phrase “Wahrscheinlichkeit äußerst gering” 

(literal translation = “probability extremely small” (Doupnik & Richter, 2004, p. 2). This apparent lack of a 

direct equivalent expression in the two languages suggests that there may be a lack of equivalence in the 

underlying concepts. 

However, There are positive relationships between countries where English is the main language and the 

adoption of IFRS. That is, although each of the English-speaking countries possesses a unique national culture, 

they might share a similar language-culture. The same is true for German-speaking countries, Spanish- speaking 

countries etc. Those countries who have a strong Anglo-American culture find the adoption of IFRS 

unproblematic (Chamisa, 2000). This means countries that are influenced by the Anglo-American tradition are 

most at home with putting their accounting standards into place and the most likely to be able to adopt them 

http://www.freedict.com/
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professionally (Chamisa, 2000, p. 277). In determining the direct influences on accounting we also see that a 

number of indirect effects are important to our understanding too. Sociocultural, political, educational and legal 

factors all influence accounting (Chamisa, 2000, p. 279). For example IFRS uses written symbols which have 

significance. Also features of clauses and paragraphs can depend on interpretation (Abd-Elsalam & Weetman, 

2003, p. 67). In other words, where IFRS is linguistically ambiguous some accounting in other countries may 

become inconsistent (Abd-Elsalam & Weetman, 2003, p. 67). Generally, if the language and terminology used 

indeed affect the way we think, international harmonisation and/or standardisation of financial reporting will be 

severely hindered, as will be the appropriate application of rules in practice (Evans, 2004, p. 211). Then bad 

investment decisions can be made by a misunderstanding of foreign language financial statements  

Consequently, concepts developed and embedded in the accounting in one country but which has never been 

used in a different country, may be misinterpreted, even if they have been applied as rigorously as possible (Zeff, 

2007, p. 295). The sentences may be translated word for word but the concept may be estranged. Further, new 

IFRS concepts can be open to misunderstanding where there is no equivalent concept in the other country‟s 

history. This is especially true when the IFRS is addressing problems which have rarely occurred in the other 

country‟s experience. 

2.3 Technical Skills and Expertise 

Technical skill and expertise are cultural obstacles to the adoption of IFRS in some countries and some 

institutions. A significant challenge for the accounting profession is the availability of professionals with 

sufficient education and experience. (Sylwia & Steve, 2010, p. 68). According to Sylwia and Steve (2010, p. 65), 

“audit professionals will need to demonstrate sufficient knowledge of IFRS in order to render an opinion on 

IFRS financial statements”. Those who support auditors, such as information system consultants and taxation 

experts, need to demonstrate that their understanding of IFRS is good enough to provide audit support (Sylwia & 

Steve, 2010, p. 65). “An example of this need is in the area of tax provision auditing” (Bohusova, 2011, p. 66). 

Tax professionals supporting IFRS audits will need to have a sufficient understanding of IAS 12, Income Taxes, 

in order to properly evaluate the tax provision (Bohusova, 2011, p. 66). In order to successfully apply IAS 12, it 

should develop a strong understanding of the main technical requirements of the complex standard, IAS 12. This 

understanding is through a practical approach to learn how to implement the tax calculations in accordance with 

this standard. Thus, presence of this approach depends first and foremost on the availability of qualified human 

and material potentials which are limited in some institutions and some countries. 

IFRS is not appropriate for internal management of some institutions such as, small and medium sized 

companies (SMEs). This is because there is a lack of experts to do that (Aldu et al., 2010). According to 

Bohusova (2011, p. 210), “many small companies that lack accounting expertise would require to enlist  

professional help when adopting IFRS for small and medium sized companies (SMEs)”. This evidence shows 

that it difficult to apply IFRS in SMEs. This is because the adoption of IFRS means that “accountants would 

have to redesign the internal processes, train staff on new accounting systems and produce restatements of 

comparative information” (Stokdyk, 2010) All of these processes are costly for SMEs because this kind of 

company has limited of funds and small capital (Mullerova & Pasekova, 2010). 

As well, the lack of skills and expertise that related with understanding and interpretation of IFRS is a cultural 

obstacle to adoption process in developing and poor countries. According to Shima and Yang (2012, p. 282) 

“countries with less sophisticated educational systems may find the transition to IFRS more costly to implement 

compared to other countries with better education systems”. The more a population is educated the more 

sophisticated the country‟s accounting system has to be to meet its information requirements (Choi, 2008 cited 

Shima & Yang, 2012, p. 282). The ability to apply and interpret ever more complex accounting practices and 

standards will depend on the level of education of the general population (Shima & Yang, 2012, p. 282). 

Therefore, developed countries with a more highly educated population will be more likely to adopt IFRS and a 

problem of the adoption of IFRS wills inevitably remains in most developing countries. 

On the other hand, issues related to education and professional development of adoption of IFRS in Middle 

Eastern countries (MEC) are important because area in developing .According to the Chairman of the IFRIC, 

Robert Garnett on (El Razik, 2009, p. 2) “with oil revenues being directed into large investments, the region is 

increasingly being seen as a potential partner”. It will become increasingly important for IFRS to adapt to the 

wholly different environmental factors appreciated by the ISAB because Middle Eastern countries already play a 

role in global policies, investments and capital markets (El Razik, 2009, p. 2). It would be an advantage for MEC 

to follow IFRS instead of setting their own unification system for accounting and reporting. However, it is 

crucial that the concerns of its countries should be transmitted to the IASB (El Razik, 2009, p. 4). For global 

http://m.accountingweb.co.uk/user/12757
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accounting harmonization to happen it is essential that a MEC representative should be invited to meet with the 

ISAB (Greggi, 2012, p. 37). It certainly would not cause harm and it would be an advantage to the problem of 

adaptation rather than IFRS establishing new regional sets (Greggi, 2012, p. 37). Unfortunately the current 

unavailability of highly qualified IFRS accounting and auditing staff in Middle Eastern countries is a huge 

barrier towards the adaptation and harmonization (Greggi, 2012, p. 37). The lack the expertise to deal with IFRS 

in these countries due to many reasons, such as, these countries is developing countries and, most of them are 

poor, therefore, it is inevitable these countries lack experts to deal with IFRS. 

The lack of a sufficient experience of professional accountants in USA is one of the biggest challenges that 

facing the transition to the adoption of IFRS there. This is because of lack of accounting judgment of accountants 

in USA (Sylwia & Steve, 2010, p. 66). Owing to the principles-based nature of the IFRS standards accounting 

professionals will be facing an ever-increasing use of expertise. This is in opposition to the generally rules-based 

standards of USA GAAP (Sylwia & Steve, 2010, p. 66). According to the survey done on 2008 by Deloitte about 

need of US companies to adopt IFRS, there is a need for more IFRS-focused preparation and training. 

Regardless of interest in adopting IFRS, more than 60% say they lack an adequate number of personnel in U.S. 

operations that collectively have a level of IFRS knowledge to address a conversion to IFRS (Hail et al., 2009). 

In reporting using IFRS in the US it is a concern, even where a registrant has suitable expertise in IFRS it may 

not be the case their auditors have an equivalent technical skill to audit the company. This is especially true 

where large numbers of clients are reporting to IFRS on using the standards (Gupta et al., 2007, p. 30). This will 

cause particular concern when private companies that propose to issue an initial public offering on or after the 

established adoption dates must offer IFRS three years of financial statements (Doupnik & Richter, 2003, p. 17). 

Therefore, those undertaking the education of accounting professionals should consider beginning with 

sophomore-level students by 2012. This will ensure that the finance and accounting professionals hired by 

companies will have the necessary skills to prepare and break down IFRS-instituted financial statements 

(Anonymous, 2009, p. 1).  

Also, according to the survey is done about the challenges to adopt IFRS in USA by Big Four firm KPMG and 

the American Accounting Association, 83% believe that IFRS needs to be incorporated into US curricula 

(Anonymous, 2009, p. 1). Therefore, this evidence also shows that education is a biggest challenge to transfer to 

IFRS in USA. According to PoriaI (2009, p. 3) in India the lack of training facilities and academic courses on 

IFRS is the biggest obstacle for the professionals accountants in implementing IFRS. As Porial mentioned the 

implementation date draws closer (2011), it is observed that there is acute shortage of trained IFRS staff. “The 

solution to this problem is that all stakeholders in the organization should be trained and IFRS should be 

introduced as a full time subject in the universities” (Porial, 2009, p. 3). Finally, training and education of 

accountants will remain the best solution to deal with IFRS. But the cost and time for this facilitation will remain 

the biggest obstacle to the adoption of IFRS. 

Insufficient technical skill and expertise of the implementation of IFRS are visible cultural obstacles in many 

countries around the world as mentioned above, in both, the developing countries, as well as in the developed 

countries such as the United States and also in other countries such as, Canada, and China. In October 2011, the 

Association of Canadian School of Business (AcSB) issued a preliminary report on the IFRS Transition Progress 

Review (The finance group, 2008, p. 1). The preliminary report highlighted many challenges with respect to 

Canada and preparation for the changeover, including: “uncertainty regarding the availability of training and 

skilled resources, and challenges with training and education” (The finance group, 2008, p. 1). Furthermore, 

according to study that is done in China by Ding and Su (2008, p. 474), the large number of accountants in many 

Chinese companies did not received sufficient training in modern accounting and auditing that relevant with 

implementation of IFRS. “An example of this need is in the area of tax provision auditing. Tax professionals 

supporting IFRS auditors will need to have a sufficient understanding of IAS 12, Income Taxes, in order to 

properly evaluate the tax provision” (Tomaszewski & Showerman, 2010, p. 66). 

3. Discussion  

It would be hard to deny that the development of a harmonized set of excellent quality global accounting 

standards would not be beneficial internationally. These standards, recognized by all capital markets and their 

regulators, would be more than adequate for cross-border rising of capital (Baskerville & Evans, 2011, p. 1). 

However, if this were to become a reality, it may not be enough to assure an equivalent quality in global 

reporting. The principal reason for this is that domestic cultural, political and legal impacts of the environments 

in that companies operate have a significant influence on the ways in that accounting standards are interpreted 

and applied in domestic markets (Baskerville & Evans, 2011, p. 1). This essay addresses some of these 

influences which are cultural influences such as, the religion, the language or translation, and technical skills and 
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experience on the process of adoption of International Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS) across the world 

generally.  

4. Research Limitations 

Because of the increasing popularity of IFRS, this research attempts to identify how the set of cultural influences 

in some countries and institutions hinder the adoption process of IFRS. Specifically, the study intended to focus 

only on four cultural factors which are; religion, language, skills and expertise in any given country. Findings of 

this study can be generalizable to theoretical propositions. However, findings may not significantly be applicable 

to some countries. 

5. Conclusion 

The main results that are found in this study, there are some IFRS conflict with some of the principles of the 

Islamic religion; also, there is incorrect implementation of IFRS in some countries because of translation 

problems of IFRS from English to their local languages, plus, many countries have still problems with 

implementation of IFRS in terms of lack of the sufficient technical skill and experience of accountants and 

auditors to deal with these standards. Thus, in the process of globalization, we should not neglect the role of a 

cultural element. Culture also plays a role in accounting. A better understanding of cultural differences can help 

to predict the development of accounting in a country, and can help to have a better understanding of the 

accounting standards, accounting regulations, and the behaviors of the professionals. 
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Notes 

Note 1. Zakat is one of the most important principles of Islam, and it is an amount of money that every adult, 

mentally stable, free, and financially able Muslim, male and female, has to pay to support specific categories of 

people. (http://www.islamicity.com/mosque/zakat/?AspxAutoDetectCookieSupport=1) 

Note 2. A not-for-profit organization that was established to maintain and promote Sharia standards for Islamic 

financial institutions, participants and the overall industry. It was created on 26
th
 of February, 1990. 

(http://www.aaoifi.com/aaoifi/) 
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