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Colliding Worlds: Issues Relating to Language Translation in 

Accounting and Some Lessons from Other Disciplines 

 

Abstract 

This paper explores implications of language translation in accounting. It draws on 

research on translation in other disciplines, and on insights from applied linguistics. It 

examines practical problems and solutions explored in other disciplines that we deem 

relevant to accounting. The paper also examines ideological, cultural, legal and 

political consequences of translation. We find that the ambiguity inherent in 

translation is, on the one hand, relevant for the translation of accounting principles 

and can contribute to accounting convergence. We show, on the other hand, that it has 

the potential to be exploited in ideologically or pragmatically motivated distortions in 

the implementation of accounting regulation. We further argue that the importance of 

translation in accounting is underestimated or disregarded, inter alia because it has 

limited effect on the culturally and economically most dominant stakeholders. We 

finally examine implications of translation problems for less powerful stakeholders 

and smaller language communities. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Accounting, like other professions, is dependent on specialized terminology and 

concepts to communicate and conduct its business efficiently (Mills, 1989). 

Accounting has also become increasingly international, and accounting harmonization 

and convergence, and the efficient functioning of international capital markets, 

require translation of accounting terminology.  

However, translation has been identified as one of the obstacles to equivalent 

implementation of International Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS) (Nobes, 2006; 

Zeff, 2007). Not only is translation itself problematic, but so is the understanding of 

certain concepts in cultures to which they are alien (Zeff, 2007). While translation is 

crucial to a process of globalization, its inherent difficulties mean that ‘the equivalent 

interpretation and application of (foreign) concepts will always remain problematic’ 

(Ho, 2004, p. 223). This also applies to accounting: while prior literature is limited, 

evidence suggests that translation is challenging and that equivalence is elusive. This 

is because language itself is inherently indeterminate and ambiguous, and because the 

conceptual underpinning of accounting is contingent on the knowledge bases of other 

traditions and disciplines (Zambon and Zan, 2000). However, there is, to date, little 

examination and exploration of translation problems in accounting research. In other 

disciplines, on the other hand, the implications of translation problems are more 

explicitly acknowledged, and a considerable body of research literature exists, for 

example, in medicine and law. Translation practices are not uniform across 

disciplines, and each discipline has its own individual, if not unique, concerns relating 

to translation and translatability. However, there are also many shared problems, and 

there is considerable overlap in approaches and solutions, as well as underlying 

cultural and political concerns.  

This paper aims, therefore, to contribute to accounting research in the 

following ways. First, we provide a review of issues arising in translation in other 

disciplines which we deem relevant to accounting.
1
 We focus on research in law, 

advertising, medicine (and related disciplines), and natural sciences, technology and 

engineering. Second, we explore the implications of insights from this research for 

translation in accounting, in terms of practical as well as more fundamental 

ideological, cultural, legal and political concerns. We support our explications by 

drawing, additionally, on observations from applied linguistics, EU and IASB 

documents and correspondence with key informants, including IFRS translation 

experts. Finally, we aim to show that the importance of translation in accounting is 

underestimated or disregarded, and explore explanations for this disregard. 

We find that much can be learned, in terms of practical problems and 

solutions, from research on translation in other disciplines that is of relevance to 

accounting. We also suggest that translation is not only a practical problem: 

accounting is not merely a neutral technical practice, but often serves more to 

legitimate the behaviour of individuals or organizations than to aid decision making 

(Power, 2003). We show that, on the one hand, the ambiguity inherent in accounting 

and legal language, and the need to retain this ambiguity to permit room for 

interpretation especially in principle-based law and principle-based standards, may 

facilitate accounting convergence (rather than standardization). On the other hand, its 

inherent flexibility permits its discursive and vested use in negotiations to facilitate 

compromise based on accidental or deliberate misunderstanding. We provide 

examples to show that indeterminacy in accounting terminology may be exploited in 

ideologically or pragmatically motivated distortions in translation and 

implementation.  
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We finally argue and provide examples to show that the importance of 

translation in accounting is underestimated or disregarded, inter alia because 

translation does not explicitly affect the culturally and economically most influential 

players. Instead, translation-related problems disadvantage and disenfranchise less 

powerful stakeholders, especially smaller language communities or groups with lesser 

English language competencies. The lack of high quality, timely translations can 

delay IFRS implementation, exclude stakeholders from the consultation and 

implementation discourse, place undue and disproportionate costs on smaller 

jurisdictions and allow the most powerful players to control the dissemination of 

accounting thought.  

Below we introduce translation work in the EU and by the IASB, provide a 

brief overview of prior research on language and translation in accounting, and 

present theoretical frameworks based on translation theories and ‘languages for 

specific purposes’ to inform our discussions in the latter parts of this paper. We then 

provide a review of research on translation in law, advertising, medicine and related 

disciplines, and technology and engineering. Based on the insights gained from this 

review, we explore their relevance to accounting. We focus initially on practical 

problems and solutions, before exploring in greater depth cultural, legal, political and 

ideological concerns and implications.  

 

TRANSLATION IN THE EU AND BY THE IASB 

The EU currently has 27 member states and 23 official languages. Its multilingual 

policy requires all citizens to have equal access to its laws and policies (European 

Commission, 2008). All official languages have equal legal standing. This is 

significant ‘as a guarantee of legal certainty and as a democratic accountability tool’ 

(Athanassiou, 2006, p. 6). As a result, translation work is required on an enormous 

scale (Athanassiou, 2006).  

All EU institutions have their own translation services. The Directorate-

General for Translation of the Commission is, with 2,300 translators, by far the 

largest (Yankova, 2008, p. 135). Translation is aided by computer-assisted translation 

(CAT) tools and machine translation, which, however, require human editing (Cao, 

2007, pp. 158-62). In an accounting context, translation affects the implementation of 

the EU’s company law directives and regulations, including Regulation (EC) No 

1606/2002 on the application of international accounting standards. IAS/IFRS (as 

endorsed by the EU) now constitute EU law which is directly binding on the member 

states.  

The working language of the IFRS Foundation is English, but according to its 

website, ‘[t]ranslation is a necessary and vital part of achieving the … mission to 

develop a single set of high quality global accounting standards for use around the 

world’.
2
 The Foundation’s translation process involves managing, overseeing and 

reviewing translations prepared by external experts (IASB Insight, 2008; see also 

Note 2). It supports only one translation for each language because multiple 

translations ‘would endanger comparability, transparency, and the long-term 

sustainability of high-quality IFRS translations’ (as Note 2). They would also 

potentially lead to ‘the proliferation of legal arguments over the resulting arguable 

differences in financial reporting’ (IASB Insight, 2008, p. 9). The Foundation is also 

creating a multilingual glossary, which currently contains approximately 1,500 IFRS 

key terms, used in its official translations.
3
  

When IFRS were implemented in the EU, translation of the extant standards 

into the member states’ languages was required. These translations were created 
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partly by the Commission’s Directorate-General for Translation and partly by the 

(then) IASC Foundation on behalf of the EU, with input from national governments 

and the Directorate-General for Translation. The latter has been preparing all 

translations of endorsed IFRS since June 2009, without input from the IFRS 

Foundation. However, the IFRS Foundation’s translation team also continues to 

manage translations into European languages, in particular where they are also widely 

spoken outside Europe. As a result, and in spite of the Foundation’s policy, different 

translations of IFRS continue to exist: while, for example, its own translations into 

Spanish and French attempt to find terminology acceptable also, respectively, to 

Latin-American and Canadian speakers of these languages, the EU’s translations are 

based on the European language versions only.
4
  

 

PRIOR RESEARCH 

Early research on language in accounting investigated differences in the perception of 

accounting concepts. It applied techniques developed in psychology (e.g. Osgood et 

al., 1957) and was restricted to subjects whose first language was English. For 

example, Haried (1972, 1973), Oliver (1974), Adelberg (1979), Adelberg and Farrelly 

(1989) and Houghton and Hronsky (1993) provided evidence that the interpretation of 

many accounting concepts differs between different groups of subjects, such as 

preparers and users of accounting information, academics, students and members of 

different professional groups. According to Chesley (1986, p. 197), even within the 

same group (mature students), ‘[c]ommon words such as “probable” or “likely” will 

cause wide variations in interpretation and should not be used for specific 

communication of uncertainty in general situations sensitive to inaccurate 

interpretations’. 

Early cross-cultural studies (Riahi-Belkaoui and Picur, 1991; Bagranoff, et al., 

1994) explored the impact of national culture on the perception of accounting 

terminology by speakers of the same language and concluded that ‘cross-cultural 

differences may affect the meaning of, and hence the application of, accounting 

principles’ (Bagranoff et al., 1994, p. 35). The above examples suggest that 

perception and interpretation differ within and in particular between different groups 

of subjects speaking the same language. Such differences increase when translation 

into a different language is involved.  

Early papers exploring translation examined selected accounting terms in EU 

accounting directives and their national implementations, but did not measure 

differences in perception (e.g. Rutherford, 1983; Parker, 1989; Zeff, 1990; Alexander, 

1993; Nobes, 1993; Evans and Nobes, 1996; Aisbitt and Nobes, 2001; Nobes, 2009 

(also with reference to IFRS)). This research found, inter alia, that concepts 

originating within a specific accounting culture, such as the ‘true and fair view’ 

(TFV) were not, as a rule, translated literally from the English original (Rutherford, 

1983; Alexander, 1993; Nobes, 1993; Aisbitt and Nobes, 2001; Nobes, 2009), nor 

applied equivalently (e.g. Nobes, 1993; Aisbitt and Nobes, 2001; Kosmala 

MacLullich, 2003; Albu et al., 2013; see also Dahlgren and Nilsson, 2012).  

Archer and McLeay (1991) explored translation of audit reporting and found 

that there appears to be no translinguistic register of accounting. This was attributed 

to a lack of semantic equivalence of accounting concepts in different cultures, as well 

as to pragmatic idiosyncrasies in language use. Evans (2004) explored the relevance 

of the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis for accounting (cf. Sapir, 1929/49; see below). This 

hypothesis suggests that linguistic categories affect thought and perception. This, in 

turn, has implications for translation, also in accounting.  
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Differences in perception between speakers of different languages also affect 

the interpretation of probability/uncertainty expressions (such as ‘probably’, ‘likely’, 

‘remote’). For example, Davidson and Chrisman (1993, 1994) found that English 

probability expressions permit more precise interpretation than their French 

translations. Doupnik and Richter (2003, 2004) and Doupnik and Riccio (2006) 

provided further evidence of differences in interpretation of uncertainty expression in 

translation. This is important because different interpretations of probability 

expression may lead to differences in the use of International Accounting Standards 

(Doupnik and Richter, 2004). Finally, Huerta et al. (2013) found that there were more 

frequent differences, in translation by Mexican professional accountants, of generic 

words and phrases (such as ‘renewable’, ‘timing’, ‘development’) as compared to 

accounting-specific phrases (such as ‘lease’, ‘asset’, ‘provision’). This has 

implications for the translation of principle-based standards, which contain higher 

proportions of generic phrases (ibid.). 

The key issues arising from prior accounting literature on translation and 

language are as follows: (i) Perception and interpretation differ even between subjects 

speaking the same language; such differences are exacerbated by translation. (ii) 

There is no transnational register of accounting; in other words, accounting 

terminology and the underlying concepts differ internationally. (iii) Translation is 

especially problematic when it concerns culture-dependent concepts, such as TFV. 

Translation of such ‘alien’ concepts usually leads to a shift in meaning. (iv) Even 

near-equivalent translations (as, for example, those of probability expressions) are 

often interpreted differently.  

These issues are important in the context of the internationalization of 

accounting, with the increasing implementation of international standards. However, 

prior research remains limited, in particular where the translation of IFRS is 

concerned. Prior accounting research also makes insufficient use of insights gained in 

other disciplines or in applied linguistics. We aim to address this gap. Below we 

introduce the theoretical frameworks informing this paper.  

 

LANGUAGES FOR SPECIFIC PURPOSES 

Where communication serves specific purposes, for example in the context of politics, 

sports or professions, highly specialized ‘dialects’ or varieties of language exist, 

referred to as ‘registers’ (Salmond, 1998), ‘languages for specific purposes’ (LSP) 

(e.g. Engberg, 2006) or ‘jargon’ (Crystal, 2003, p. 174; Allan, 2006; see also Evans, 

2010). They draw on specialized terminology and may also have distinctive stylistic 

features. Legal English, for example, is characterized by terminology of Latin and 

French origin, archaic diction, redundancy, long sentences, and frequent use of the 

passive voice (Alcaraz Varó and Hughes, 2002, Chapter 1). Specialized terms such as 

‘barrister’, ‘solicitor’, etc. derive their meaning from a legal context (Alcaraz Varó 

and Hughes, 2002, pp. 16-17), but legal English also contains words borrowed from 

everyday language, which however have a different meaning in the legal register (for 

example ‘offer’, ‘consideration’, ‘assignment’, ‘performance’ and ‘remedy’; see Cao, 

2007, p. 67). Such borrowing occurs in other languages as well as in English (Cao, 

2007, p. 67).  

The accounting LSP also contains many terms borrowed from everyday 

language which have a different meaning in accounting (such as ‘share’, ‘material’, 

‘reserve’ or ‘conservatism’). It also contains words borrowed from other disciplines, 

for example from economics or law. 
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LSPs are part of a specific discipline or domain. They permit efficient 

communication by standardizing the use of terminology and interpretation of concepts 

(Engberg, 2006), and allowing speakers to capture finer distinctions than everyday 

language (Allan, 2006). The use of LSPs can also express occupational identity 

(Crystal, 2003, p. 370) and signal membership of a group, such as ‘an intellectual or 

technical elite’ (ibid., p. 174). Thus LSPs can enhance a speaker’s image and the 

apparent significance of what is being said, while at the same time intimidating and 

excluding non-members (Allan, 2006). This is especially the case where speakers 

draw on Graeco-Latinate terminology (Engberg, 2006).  

The translation of LSP terminology can be particularly problematic, partly 

because the translator needs to distinguish the LSP meaning of a term from its 

everyday meaning. In addition, definitions and usages change. In law, for example, 

terminology is constantly redefined because legislation changes in accordance with 

changing social practices and codes of behaviour (Alcaraz Varó and Hughes, 2002, 

p.25).  

The translation of accounting terminology is affected by an additional 

problem, which is the existence of three accounting registers in English: one based on 

British English, one based on American English and one based on IASB terminology. 

While the latter is partly a mixture of the first two, it also contains new coinages 

(Mourier, 2004). 

As we will illustrate in more detail below, the LSPs of different disciplines are 

subject to different problems and approaches in translation. In particular, there are 

differences between more and less culture-dependent domains. The registers of 

natural sciences, engineering and technology contain and require precision and exact 

definitions of terminology (Stolze, 1998). This means the possibilities for 

transnational registers and the use of CATs are greater. This is less often the case in 

history, law and social sciences, which contain more general terminology, as well as 

many mixed terms and borrowings from everyday language. Social sciences are thus 

not dependent on consistent taxonomies, but rather serve a description of processes, 

with interpretation of contexts (ibid.).  

 

TRANSLATION THEORIES 

Language and Culture 

Language is closely related to culture (Evans, 2004; Kocbek, 2008a). The link 

between language, culture and thought is expressed in the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, 

which suggests that speakers of different languages think in different ways because 

‘[t]he “real world” is to a large extent unconsciously built up on the language habits 

of the group. No two languages are ever sufficiently similar to be considered as 

representatives of the same social reality’ (Sapir, 1929/49, p. 162). Thus in its weak 

form (‘linguistic relativity’),
5
 the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis suggests that people who 

speak different languages perceive and think about the world differently, that they 

evaluate external realities differently, and that their language and cultural knowledge 

relate to each other differently (Werner, 1994). In other words, ‘… the division of 

reality is not identical from one language to another’ (Glanert, 2008, p. 169). For 

example, ‘[t]here is no exact way to translate the French word bois. In English, it can 

be wood, timber, and even woods, as in ‘a walk in the woods’; in Italian it can be both 

legno or bosco. In German it can be Holz or Wald, but in German Wald can stand for 

both forest and bois’ (Eco, 2009, p.12, based on Hjelmslev, 1943). Other frequently 

cited examples of non-equivalence relate to kinship and colour terminology in 

different languages. 
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In the terminology of Ferdinand de Saussure, both the signifier (the sound 

pattern or word) and the signified (the underlying concept) differ in different 

languages (Saussure, 1915/1960, pp.65-70). The meaning of each word within a 

language is determined by its place within the system of that language (ibid., pp.22-3, 

113, 127-8). This means that translation between languages is anything but 

straightforward: ‘Since every language is ultimately sui generis – its categories being 

defined in terms of relations holding within the language itself – it is clear that formal 

correspondence is nearly always approximate’ (Catford, 1965, p. 27); there are no 

‘mathematics-based concepts of semantic equivalence or one-to-one correspondence’ 

(Venuti, 1995, p.18). Instead, translation is an exchange between different mindsets 

(Ho, 2004) and can never completely reproduce a text faithfully without at least some 

change in meaning occurring (Joseph, 1998). This applies even to terms for physical, 

material signifieds, but especially to the translation of manmade, abstract, intangible 

or theoretical concepts or LSP terminology, including accounting terms such as 

‘income’, TFV or  ‘fair presentation’. Some shift in meaning inevitably occurs.  

 

Equivalence and Functionalism 

If there is no one-to-one correspondence, how can ‘equivalence’ in translation be 

operationalized? Historically, literal translation was favoured: that is, faithfulness to 

the letter of the source text. This was essential in both Biblical and legal translation 

and ‘was underpinned by belief in the magical properties of the logos: if the wording 

was changed, the incantatory force might be lost’ (Harvey, 2002, p. 180, with 

reference to Gémar, 1995, pp. 26-30 and Šarčević, 1997, pp. 23-48). 

Such a literal approach is preferred by untrained translators and by those 

commissioning a translation but who have little awareness of what this involves 

(Adab, 2000, p. 227). However, it frequently makes no reference to the underlying 

socio-cultural context of the source text and is therefore likely to produce a less 

effective target text (Adab, 2000). Therefore, more recently, a functionalist approach 

to translation has been emphasized.  

A functionalist approach suggests that a good translation is one that ‘can be used 

by the intended reader for a pre-determined purpose’ (Adab, 2001, p. 136). 

Equivalence, in terms of a functionalist approach, relates to a comparison of how the 

reader of the source text understood the text with how the reader of the target text 

understands it (Nida, 1993, p.116). 

Within this paradigm, Vermeer (1978), Reiss (1986) and Reiss and Vermeer 

(1984/91) developed the so-called skopos theory, which ‘reflects a general shift from 

predominantly linguistic and rather formal translation theories to a more functionally 

and socioculturally oriented concept of translation’ (Schäffner, 2001, p. 235, 

emphasis original). It argues that the translation of scientific and academic texts, 

instructions and contracts must consider contextual factors. These include the culture 

of the target text reader and the function or purpose (‘skopos’) the translated text is to 

perform in this culture (Schäffner, 2001). Skopos theory stresses the ‘importance of a 

clearly defined purpose (i.e. skopos) of a translation, the necessity for a precise and 

complete translation brief/commission, the assertion of the role of the translator as 

intercultural expert, and the application of the principle of cultural embeddedness of 

the source and target texts’ (Kocbek, 2008a, p. 50).
6
 Although one function is 

generally dominant, a text may have different communicative functions; i.e. it may 

inform, instruct or appeal (Adab, 2001).  

Skopos theory has been criticized in a number of respects. Although intended as 

a general theory, it is not suitable for literary translation. Also, although translations 
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may meet their purpose, they may be stylistically or lexically poor. Finally, and most 

importantly, skopos theory defines translation very widely: its strategies may be more 

in line with text adaptation rather than translation – although in most cases it does not 

promote extremely free translation (see e.g. Schäffner, 2001).  

Functional (or non-literal) approaches are more likely to be welcomed in some 

disciplines than in others. In particular, as will be seen below, the very wide definition 

of translation proposed by Reiss (1990) appears suitable for disciplines such as 

advertising. However, even disciplines such as law, which have traditionally favoured 

a literal approach, have been moving toward functional approaches to translation. 

These issues are explored below. 

 

LESSONS FROM OTHER DISCIPLINES 

Law  

In law, translation can have serious and lasting consequences. For example, the 

founding document of the colony of New Zealand (the Treaty of Waitangi, 1840) 

conveys different meanings in the English and the Maori language versions 

(O’Malley et al., 2010, Chapter 1). This has given rise to political fallout that 

continues today (ibid., Chapter 9).
7
 

Law is a very culture-dependent domain; legal cultures and traditions differ 

internationally and within nation states. Each law constitutes a system with its own 

vocabulary, concepts, rules and techniques for interpretation and ‘is linked to a view 

of the social order itself which determines the way in which the law is applied and 

shapes the very function of the law in that society’ (David and Brierley, 1985, p. 19).  

Legal systems have been variously classified, based on historical background, 

degree of codification, legal institutions, sources of law etc. (see for example David 

and Brierley, 1985, pp.22-31; Zweigert and Kötz, 1998, pp.68-72). The two largest 

legal system families are civil law (also referred to as Romano-Germanic law, code 

law or continental European law) and common law. These two families form the legal 

systems of 80% of all countries (Kocbek, 2008b).  

Legal language reflects the development and culture of the respective legal 

system. Meaning is derived from the legal system, not from the linguistic properties 

of terms (Cao, 2002), which means that ‘[m]any languages and legal systems do not 

make the same distinctions as English does, and there may be no separate words for 

these different English terms’ (Cao, 2007, p. 73). In other words, the different 

systems’ terminology is inherently incongruent (Šarčević, 1989). There is no 

transnational register or ‘universal’ language to express universal legal concepts 

(Kocbek, 2008b).  

This suggests that, in translation, a clash of legal traditions results in a lack of 

equivalent terminology and concepts (Smith, 1995). An abundance of examples can 

be found to illustrate this.
8
 In fact ‘[t]he very term common law is difficult to render in 

translation’ (Dodova, 1989, p. 69, emphasis original). In addition, where languages 

are related but legal systems are not (or are to a lesser extent), this may lead to the use 

of false cognates (or false friends): words which appear to be similar but have 

different meanings. Thus the English ‘sentence’ is not equivalent to the Spanish 

‘sentencia’ (Alcaraz Varó and Hughes, 2002, p. 176; see also ibid., pp.41-3), and 

English the ‘domicile’ does not correspond to the German ‘Domizil’ and the French 

‘domicile’ (Cao, 2007, p. 58). Even if apparently equivalent terminology is found, 

‘legal concepts or usage most often do not correspond in substance’ (Cao, 2002, p. 

338). While the terms’ functions may overlap, they do not represent equivalent legal 

ideas and concepts. 
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The difficulties inherent in legal translation mean that ‘[t]ranslators of legal 

terminology are obliged therefore to practice comparative law’ (de Groot, 1998, p. 

21). This is explored by Brown (1995), who finds that neither conventional translation 

nor adoption of foreign terms (non-translation) solves the problem of translating 

Western legal terms in the former Soviet republics - a shift in meaning and usage 

typically occurs when terms are assimilated into a foreign legal culture (Šarčević, 

1989; Brown, 1995). Not even describing an ‘untranslatable’ term in the target 

language can solve this problem because ‘different languages, each of them 

interacting in a specific way with the cultural, historical and sociological “reality”, 

can never render a particular idea identically’ (Glanert, 2008, p. 165). 

Because of the lack of real equivalents, previous authors warn against the use 

of bi- or multilingual dictionaries. Šarčević (1989) argues that only conceptual 

dictionaries, which provide information on the degree of equivalence of terms and 

their suitability for translation, are reliable. Ideal bilingual law dictionaries would be 

syntheses of monolingual dictionaries (Šarčević, 1989, citing Paepcke, 1986), but 

these are rare.  

An additional problem in legal translation is indeterminacy. Ambiguity can be 

intended to open up space for interpretation (Harvey, 2002), but the degree of 

indeterminacy differs between languages (Cao, 2007, p.80) and between different 

languages’ legal registers. Interpretation is thus affected by the relative tightness of 

drafting in the different legal systems. In jurisdictions based on common law, more 

precise definitions are required than in those based on Roman law, and different 

hierarchies of interpretation apply. Thus the wording of the law is all-important, while 

the intention of the legislator can be considered only under narrowly defined 

circumstances.
9
 This demand for precision comes at the expense of clarity (Carpenter 

and Poore, 2010).  

In continental (civil) law systems the rules of interpretation refer to the 

intention of the legislator, in a functional, or ‘teleological’ interpretation. 

Terminology has the function of opening semantic space/interpretation within specific 

boundaries (Busse, 1998) and legal language makes use of exact definitions less 

frequently than it does in common law, and is drafted in statements of general 

principle, with detail to be filled in by courts (Hunt, 2002), who may also be 

influenced by doctrine (scholars’ opinions) (Šarčević, 1989).  

While the deliberate ambiguity of legal texts ensures necessary flexibility for 

judges and courts, it creates an additional problem for translators. In practical terms, 

translators operationalize equivalence by drawing on the context or internal cohesion 

of source and target texts, which provide clues to resolve ambiguities (Alcaraz Varó 

and Hughes, 2002, p. 36). Also, while until the twentieth century literal translation 

and fidelity to the source text were the overriding criteria (Poon, 2005), fidelity is 

now defined with reference to equivalent legal effect and impact on the target text 

reader (Šarčević 1997, p. 71; Harvey, 2002). Therefore legal concepts are only 

successfully translated if they perform the same task, fulfil the same function or solve 

the same problem (Šarčević, 1989, citing Zweigert and Kötz, 1984, p.48). But 

although the translator frequently must choose between different ways of translating a 

source language concept into the target language, it is not her role to interpret 

ambiguities - that remains the domain of lawyers (Harvey, 2002; Cao, 2007, p. 80). 

Instead, she must aim to convey and preserve the linguistic uncertainty in translation, 

because any attempt to clarify and reduce ambiguity would potentially limit a court’s 

future room for interpretation (Cao, 2007, p.80). However, since lawyers are 

conscious of the power of language, they remain at times reluctant to grant legal 
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translators the freedom to translate as they see fit (Harvey, 2002, p. 181). This 

remains the case in spite of recent advances and more liberal approaches to legal 

translation.  

 

Advertising 

Advertising has the potential to offer new insights to translation studies; it ‘provides 

us with a microcosm of almost all the prosodic, pragmatic, syntactic, textual, semiotic 

and even ludic difficulties to be encountered in translating’ (ibid., p. 173; see also 

Munday, 2004). It also suggests strategies and methods (Smith and Klein-Braley, 

1997). According to Shakir (1995), instances where the translator fails to 

communicate the intended meaning are of particular interest, for example ‘the ways in 

which an advertisement may prove opaque to the translator, the linguistic givens in an 

advertisement that may enhance or impede translating, and the situative and cultural 

dimensions associated with the advertisement in question’ (ibid., p. 63).  

Translation errors are common, and some general problems apply: brand 

names may have to be altered to allow for differences in pronunciation or association, 

and to avoid unintentionally humorous or obscene connotations (Munday, 2004),
10

 

and legal restrictions affecting the target market might hinder the most effective 

translation (Smith and Klein-Braley, 1997; Smith, 2006).  

Translations are often unsatisfactory because of limitations of the translator, 

such as unfamiliarity with the subject matter and lack of creativity (Anholt, 1999, 

p.273; Ho, 2004). Other problems may be created by cost considerations or by 

marketing executives underestimating the difficulties of translation: ‘In their minds, a 

person who can speak the language of the target market is good enough to undertake 

the translation job’ (Ho, 2004, p. 239). Further, business leaders may not trust 

translators (Ho, 2004) and may attempt to restrict their creative freedom. 

Poor or inappropriate translation in advertising is most common where the 

prestige of the translated text is low, such as in in-house literature or tourist 

brochures, while international newspapers and magazines show very high-quality 

language work (Smith and Klein-Braley, 1997, pp. 174-175). This appears to be 

thanks to the use of native speakers as copywriters and/or translators, ‘whose 

expertise goes beyond straight translation’ (ibid., see also Ho, 2004).  

Like law, advertising is a culture-dependent domain. Advertising texts contain 

a number of language and culture-specific values and associations which represent 

potential problems for translation (Adab, 2000). Different cultures can be reflected in 

consumers’ ‘popular taste’ (Ho, 2004), preferences and needs; their differing degrees 

of vulnerability to persuasion (Sidiropoulou, 1998); and features of perception and 

values associated with product identity (Adab, 2001). Translated advertisements must 

influence the target reader in a specific fashion, and strategies and techniques, content 

and linguistic choices need to be adjusted to the target culture to achieve the desired 

effect (Sidiropoulou, 1998). Major problems are cross-cultural unawareness 

(Jettmarova et al., 1997) and cultural gaps, i.e. concepts missing in the target culture. 

For example, home insurance did not exist in the former Soviet Union (Cook, 1992, 

p.176, cited in Munday, 2004, p.209), and advertising itself was a new concept in 

transition economies (Jettmarova et al., 1997).  

While often favoured by unskilled translators (including those in transitional 

economies), literal translation is especially unsuitable in advertising. It does not adjust 

to the (cultural) demands of the target market (Smith and Klein-Braley, 1997). It may 

result in a change in the function of the text, which then no longer achieves the 

intended result (Jettmarova et al., 1997; Munday, 2004). Not surprisingly, therefore, 
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there is less emphasis on fidelity in advertising translation than in many other 

disciplines. Instead, emphasis is on ‘expert intercultural text production’ (Luque and 

Kelly, 2000, p. 235), and adaptation is the preferred approach (Smith and Klein-

Braley, 1997). This requires the translator to have cultural expertise and knowledge of 

consumer psychology and marketing strategies appropriate to the relevant culture 

(Ho, 2004), as well as, of course, good knowledge of the linguistic systems of the 

respective languages and the features of the specific register of the text to be 

translated (Shakir, 1995).  

Advertising and advertising translation have been affected by globalization of 

products and services, increasingly reflecting a universal character (Guidère 2001). 

Multinational enterprises try ‘to create their own universally recognized symbols to 

replace existing cultural symbols …’ (Smith, 2006, p. 175). As suggested by Ritzer’s 

(1993) McDonaldization thesis, central policy planning results in an imposition of 

values and a reduction in intercultural differences (Adab, 2000). Translated 

advertisements import alien social values and linguistic patterns into the target 

culture, leading to new types of discourse and to ideological change (Jettmarova et 

al., 1997, Munday, 2004). However, single global advertising campaigns and global 

branding limit the effectiveness of translated advertisements in the target cultures 

(Smith, 2006).  

  

Medicine, Psychiatry, Psychology 

Cultural embeddedness also affects translation in some branches of medicine, 

psychiatry and psychology. Translation has grown in importance because of an 

increasing interest in cross-cultural comparison of patients, treatments and costs 

across languages and cultures (Knudsen et al., 2000).  

This requires the semantic, conceptual and technical equivalence of different 

language versions of tests and research instruments (Knudsen et al., 2000), such as 

health-related quality of life (HRQL) questionnaires (Bowden and Fox-Rushby, 

2003). Such instruments permit comparisons of results for different cultural/national 

groups, as well as the pooling of data from different countries (Sartorius and Kuyken, 

1993; Eremenco et al., 2005). Most HRQL measures have been developed in English 

(Bowden and Fox-Rushby, 2003). Researchers have the options to use a research 

instrument untranslated; to translate it without modification; to adapt it; or to create a 

new research instrument for a different culture (van de Vijver and Leung, 1997). 

Direct (untranslated) application can show ethnocentric bias or fail to capture all 

aspects of the construct under investigation (ibid.). This is because perceptions of 

concepts such as ‘quality of life’ or ‘pain’/‘discomfort’ are subject to different 

cultural interpretations (e.g. Sartorius and Kuyken, 1994; Kuyken et al., 1994). In 

spite of this, direct application appears common in psychology (van de Vijver and 

Leung, 1997) and in psychiatry (Knudsen, et al., 2000).  

The importance of translation in medical disciplines is, however, reflected in a 

much more organized response to its problems than is the case in other fields. 

Reviews of literature and practice, as well as research studies, explore methods and 

provide guidance (e.g. Beaton et al., 2000; Bowden and Fox-Rushby, 2003; Acquardo 

et al., 2004; Eremenco et al., 2005; Wild et al., 2005; Acquardo et al., 2008) and 

researchers collaborate on international projects.
11

  

Given the large quantity of research in this area, guidelines and 

recommendations of course differ, but a number of common themes emerge. For 

example, it is important for translators to carefully consider linguistic and cultural 

differences of the populations for whom the translated questionnaires are intended 
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(van de Vijver and Hambleton, 1996). Also, to reduce translation problems, 

recommendations are provided on drafting the original instruments.
12

   

Accepting that full equivalence is not achievable, it is important to minimize 

bias and achieve as high a level of equivalence as possible (Eremenco et al., 2005). It 

is labour intensive to produce high-quality translations, but the efficiency of 

translation can be improved by means of centralized review processes and 

standardized guidelines. According to the International Quality of Life Assessment 

(IQOLA) ‘no one qualitative or quantitative step is sufficient to ensure a valid 

translation’ (Bullinger et al., 1998, p. 913).
13

  

Emphasis is on preserving meaning, which may require departing from a 

literal translation (Sireci et al., 2006). Back translation is frequently used to ensure the 

validity of translated instruments; however, Sumathipala and Murray (2000) consider 

this inadequate in psychiatry, and emphasize the benefits of group translation. This 

may however also be problematic ‘because of group pressure to agree prematurely on 

translations’ (Eremenco et al., 2005, p. 215).  

In summary, there is considerable concern regarding translation in medicine 

and related disciplines, and a very large body of research literature reflecting this. 

More so than in advertising and law, for example, the approaches in this literature are 

pragmatic, exploring and comparing different practical methods. This may be because 

its focus, on research instruments and quality of life questionnaires, is a narrower one, 

likely to result in a finite number of the same types of problems.  

 

Natural Sciences, Technology and Engineering 

In natural sciences and related disciplines there is less ‘vagueness’ in terminology 

than in culture-dependent domains. The field of electricity, for example, is a typical 

example of a culture-independent domain where terminology is fixed and not open to 

interpretation: ‘the degree of overlap between term systems from different national 

cultures is very much higher than in the culture-dependent domains’ (Engberg, 2006, 

p. 680). This, of course, considerably eases translation.  

In engineering, the difficulty in translation mainly rests with understanding 

precisely the meaning of the source text and correctly using the appropriate 

specialized (industry-related) terminology to convey the original meaning to the target 

audience (Shen, 2009). This is complicated by the fact that engineering consists of 

many specialized subdisciplines and interacts also with unrelated disciplines (law, 

insurance, finance, labour-relations, etc.). In order to achieve satisfactory results, 

translators not only need to have sufficient theoretical knowledge and practical 

experience, but must also be familiar with the specialized knowledge and terminology 

related to the industry (ibid.), including all areas of engineering. They also need to be 

able to correctly choose between a number of possible alternatives in a specialized 

context (Hann, 2004, p. xxii). Unfortunately, while translators are skilled in foreign 

languages and translation generally, sufficient specialized technical knowledge often 

seems lacking (Shen, 2009). To ease the task, vocabulary and context guidelines are 

offered inter alia by the International Organization for Standardization (ISO) and 

ASTM International (previously known as the American Society for Testing and 

Materials). Also, the relatively standardized language of science and technology 

makes computer-based translation more feasible than in more culture-dependent 

domains. Merkel (1996), however, found that while the attitude of translators towards 

the use of these tools, including translation memories, was generally positive, they 

may not always be willing to accept translations suggested by these. 
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IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY AND RESEARCH 

The previous section explored research on translation in other disciplines. Below we 

examine the implications of this research for accounting. We begin by exploring 

practical problems and solutions, before discussing more fundamental ideological, 

cultural, legal and political concerns. 

 

Practical Implications for Translation in Accounting 

As in other disciplines, a number of problems exist in translation in accounting. Some 

of these problems may not be immediately obvious as arising from translation, 

because, while incomplete or incorrect application of IFRS may be due to translation 

errors, they may also be due to errors or deliberate manipulation by preparers, 

especially where auditing and enforcement are weak. Regulators may thus be unaware 

of when implementation and application problems result from translation.  

The main cause of translation difficulties lies in the fact that different 

languages do not represent the same social reality (Sapir, 1929/49; Werner, 1994). 

There is, therefore, no one-to-one semantic equivalence between concepts in different 

languages and there are no translinguistic registers of specific disciplines and 

knowledge domains. Translation problems are exacerbated because disciplines such 

as accounting, law and medicine rely heavily on their specialized, culture-specific 

terminology. A clash of cultures (between, for example, common law and code law or 

Anglo-American and continental European accounting traditions) will result in a lack 

of equivalent concepts. Extreme care therefore needs to be taken over translation. 

Other disciplines, such as law and medicine, have acknowledged this and devote 

considerable resources to translation research. However, translation in accounting, 

while no less important and problematic, has been neglected.  

Some translation problems relate to language-specific lexical or grammatical 

features. Other problems arise for operational reasons: the organization 

commissioning the translation may underestimate the task, may be constrained by 

cost considerations, or may be unwilling to grant translators the necessary creative 

freedom (see e.g. Adab, 2001; Ho, 2004). If such difficulties exist in accounting, it 

should be possible to address them. Drawing attention to these concerns, as we 

attempt in this paper, may contribute to doing so. 

Translation literature in other disciplines emphasizes the training and skill of 

the translator. Inexperienced translators may mistakenly believe that literal means 

more faithful. This was the case in advertising translation in transitional economies 

(Jettmarova et al., 1997) and is likely to affect accounting translation in transitional 

and developing economies, because of a lack of understanding of imported, alien 

concepts, and a resulting lack of confidence in attempting functional translations.  

As is evident from the experience of other disciplines, functional translation 

requires a high degree of language and translation proficiency, expertise in source and 

target languages, in the subject domain and in its linguistic register, and knowledge of 

source and target cultures and their respective conventions.  

 In accounting, in particular, lack of in-depth background knowledge is among 

the most serious reasons for poor-quality translations (Mourier, 1996, 2004). In fact, 

‘[i]n financial reporting texts … much is implied and the mere knowledge of terms is 

not sufficient to achieve high quality’ (Mourier, 2004, p.146; see also Parker, 2001). 

As legal translators need to be experts in comparative law, accounting translators need 

to practice comparative international accounting.  

Other disciplines have adopted a number of practical methods and approaches 

to translation. For example, in medicine a group approach is used. Group pressure 
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may however lead to premature agreement on translation (Eremenco et al., 2005, p. 

215). This observation may be relevant to the IFRS Foundation, whose translation 

policy involves group/committee work.   

Aiming ‘[t]o ensure that IFRSs remain uniform across all languages and that 

translations are of the highest standards’ (as Note 2), the IFRS Foundation provides a 

terminology list. This contains the terms that should be used in translation of IFRS, as 

well as their definitions (although only in English, and not for all terms). However, 

given the above observations on translatability, cultural embeddedness and lack of 

equivalence, and based on experiences in, inter alia, law, the translated terms are 

likely to carry different connotations in different accounting cultures. The expectation 

that IFRS remain uniform across all languages is therefore not realistic. If the terms 

previously existed in the target languages (i.e. are not new coinages or loan-words), 

they are likely to retain previous connotations (Evans, 2010). Where new concepts are 

introduced, new terms may have to be created. However, because the concepts are 

alien, these new terms might not be meaningful in the respective accounting tradition 

(cf. Zeff, 2007). For this reason, for example, the translation of ‘fairness opinion’ into 

French as ‘attestation d’équité’ may be harder to understand for some French-

speaking readers than the English term would be.
14

  

The terminology list also contains inconsistencies, and more than one 

translation is offered for some terms, with no explanation of their differences. For 

example, it offers two translations each for ‘fair presentation’ into French and Italian 

but translates both ‘balance sheet’ and ‘statement of financial position’ into German 

as ‘Bilanz’, thus not reflecting the deliberate terminology change in English.
15

 (See 

also Nobes (2009), who explores and compares translations of TFV and of the ‘fair 

presentation’ requirement of IAS 1.)  

These inconsistencies have little effect on a functionalist approach to 

translation: two possible terms for ‘fair presentation’ permit the translator to choose 

the term best fitting the context. Nonetheless, regulators may be concerned that such 

apparent inconsistencies in terminology lists may reduce (legal) certainty or lead to 

the loss of subtle distinctions.  

It may also be argued that terminology lists are of limited benefit in culture-

dependent social science domains, which, unlike fields such as engineering, do not 

rely on consistent taxonomies (Stolze, 1998). This also applies in accounting 

(Mourier, 2004). Translations of standardized terminology may even be misleading 

(unless in the form of conceptual dictionaries
16

). Even directly transplanted terms and 

concepts take on different meanings in different cultural, legal or socio-economic 

contexts.  

Another problem relates to the fact that, in spite of the IFRS Foundation’s 

one-language-one-translation policy, there are two ‘official’ versions of IFRS 

translations for a number of EU languages, such as German, French and Spanish. One 

of these is managed by the IFRS Foundation’s translation services, the other prepared 

by the EU. There are terminology differences between these versions as, for example, 

in the two German versions of IFRS 7, 8, 18, 32, and IFRIC 19.
17

 This suggests that 

the Foundation’s concern that multiple versions might reduce comparability and legal 

certainty may be valid.  

Where the need for translation is known from the outset (as in international 

law, accounting and medical research), the concerns of translation can be taken into 

account at the drafting stage. This requires careful consideration of the suitability of 

terms and concepts for different cultures, and also of the drafting style: for example, 

the passive voice, redundancies and complex syntax should be avoided, as should 
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imprecise terms (see also Note 12; Wong, 2004, p. 11-12; Baskerville and Evans, 

2011, pp.37-48, 50, 56-58). (The use of imprecise terms may be an exception where 

this is deliberate, i.e. where vagueness and room for interpretation are desired, as with 

expressions such as TFV.)  

However, until recently, the needs of translators appear not to have played a 

significant role in standard-setting. According to Coman (2010, p. 45), ‘the Japanese 

translations that have been produced to date really highlight that IFRSs have been 

designed by English speakers for English speakers, with long, wordy sentences 

containing language which is wide open to interpretation’. Some aspects of the 

drafting process, however, appear to be changing for the better: The IASB was 

intending to liaise with translation staff in finalizing the standard on revenue 

recognition.
18

 Further, it has moved from the use of ‘should’ to ‘shall’ in the English 

language versions of the standards, thus reducing ambiguity for language 

communities that have fewer means of expressing obligation than English does.
19

 It 

has also invited feedback on potential problems in exposure drafts and standards 

(IFRS Foundation, 2010, p. 2). 

Simple translation errors are an additional, and not uncommon problem.
20

 In 

particular the quality of the EU translations has been questioned. In response, the 

Commission has initiated a detailed review of its translations (Commission of the 

European Communities, 2008). Once users become aware of errors in IFRS 

translations, the translated versions lose credibility. Errors can be corrected; however, 

a change in wording may be interpreted as an intended change in meaning, rather than 

a correction. For example, the change from ‘should’ to ‘shall’ (albeit not correcting an 

actual error) required an explanation: ‘By replacing “should” with “shall”, the Board 

does not intend to change the requirements in the Standards, but to clarify that it 

interprets “should” as meaning “shall”.’
21

 To avoid the perception that a change in 

meaning is intended, consistency in terminology is therefore often preferred, even if 

this means that lower-quality translations are perpetuated.  

An additional difficulty is presented by terminology shared between everyday 

language and a discipline’s specialized LSP. For example, the German term 

‘Vorsicht’ can be translated into English inter alia as ‘attention’, ‘carefulness’, 

‘caution’, ‘circumspection’, ‘prudence’ or ‘conservatism’, but only the last two are 

appropriate in an accounting context. What may not be an obstacle to understanding 

in everyday communication could lead to significant misrepresentations or 

misunderstandings in a discipline-specific context where subtle distinctions need to be 

made. A further complication arises where accounting language shares terminology 

with other LSPs (economics, law, sociology), because the meanings of a term in the 

different disciplines are often not the same (for example ‘asset’ in law vis-a-vis in 

accounting). 

Translation problems can have legal consequences: the Swedish version of 

IFRS 8 requires a company to disclose to what extent it has major customers, while 

the English original refers to the extent of reliance on major customers. The Swedish 

enforcement panel – relying on the Swedish translation - recently challenged a 

company for providing inadequate disclosure, although it appeared to be complying 

with the spirit, and the wording, of the original.
22

  

A change in Indonesian law, although not explicitly referring to IFRS, 

provides a further illustration of concerns arising from translation: legal documents 

now need to be drafted in the Indonesian language, rather than English. This includes, 

potentially, all commercial documents, even if they are governed by US or English 

law. The translation is costly, and the legal uncertainty arising even more so (but this 
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is seen as a potential source of revenue for Indonesian law firms). For example, the 

Indonesian language does not distinguish between ‘guarantee’ and ‘security’, and the 

concept of trust structure (in the context of bond indentures) does not exist. This has 

commercial consequences: some trustees have left the Indonesian market (Evans, 

2009).  

Finally, translation also has time and cost implications, which means IFRS 

implementation is not played on a level playing field. The time lag between 

publication of standards, interpretations and consultation documents in English and of 

their translations constitutes a barrier to conversion (Street and Larson, 2004). The 

time required for translation has delayed implementation, for example, in Turkey.
23

 

Further, exposure drafts and other consultation material are not translated into all 

languages,
24

 thus excluding constituents from the standard-setting due process. Also, 

arrangements for covering the costs of translation differ between jurisdictions (as 

Note 24). In some, the costs are covered (at least in part) by national governments 

and/or professional associations. This may place disproportionate and undue burdens 

on smaller jurisdictions. This is also the case for the translation and implementation of 

International Standards on Auditing (Duhovnik, 2011).  

 

Accounting, Law and Indeterminacy  

In addition to the above practical implications, concerns arise from the inherent nature 

of language. On the one hand, equivalence between concepts and terminology in 

different cultures is limited. On the other hand, as with law, difficulties arise from the 

fact that language is inherently indeterminate, and meaning is context-dependent. 

The degree of context required differs between languages. German is a low-

context language and English a mid-context language (Smith and Klein-Braley, 

1997), while Japanese is more ambiguous than English (see e.g. Hall, 1976, Chapter 

7) and therefore requires more context for successful communication. There are also 

differences in the degree of indeterminacy in different LSPs. In contrast to, for 

example, natural sciences, the terminology of historical, legal and social sciences is 

typically not systematically derived or unambiguously defined, but is often 

controversial. Discourse requires interpretation of contexts and the reaching of 

consensus (Stolze, 1998). This also applies to accounting.   

Accounting draws on different disciplines in its knowledge foundations and in 

its terminology (including law, behavioural sciences and economics). As a result, 

some of its terminology is technical, relatively unambiguous and therefore easy to 

translate, but that is not the case for most of its terms, which are based on other social 

science disciplines. The different assumptions and conceptual underpinnings of 

accounting are inherently indeterminate and inherently incommensurate (Zambon and 

Zan, 2000) because ‘[t]he multifaceted and unsteady interaction between different 

bodies of knowledge and accounting, affects the representation of the object of 

accounting itself, the aims it seems to be pursuing, and the information needs which 

are reckoned to be most relevant’ (ibid., p. 800). 

Terms such as ‘asset’, ‘revenue’ or ‘return’ are ambiguous, depending on the 

accounting context and framework in which they are used. The English terms 

‘depreciation’, ‘amortization’ and ‘impairment’ have similar, but not identical 

meanings as  the German ‘Abschreibung’ (any write-down, including depreciation 

and impairment) or the French ‘amortissement’ (depreciation, amortization) and 

‘dépréciation’ (one-off write-down, e.g. impairment) (Alexander and Nobes, 2007, p. 

186). Similarly, the interpretation of probability expressions is affected by culture and 

by translation (Doupnik and Richter, 2003, 2004; Doupnik and Riccio, 2006). 
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As noted above, in legal texts ambiguity can be intended to open up space for 

interpretation (Harvey, 2002). This is the case to a greater extent in civil law than in 

common law, which places greater emphasis on precision and exact definitions than 

does civil law. Differences in rules of interpretation and the degree of semantic space 

inevitably present problems for translators. While they themselves are not allowed to 

‘interpret’ in a legal sense, their translations must retain the same scope for 

interpretation by the court as the original, i.e. not be wider or narrower. To practice 

such a functionalist approach to legal translation appears to complement the tradition 

of functional or teleological interpretation of the law in continental legal 

interpretation. It may, however, be problematic for common law based systems, 

which interpret statutes more narrowly than civil law based systems (Grossfeld, 1989) 

and emphasize the wording of the law rather than the intention of the legislator.  

These issues are also relevant for accounting. Accounting shares many 

features with law and there is a strong correlation between countries’ legal systems 

and accounting systems (Salter and Doupnik, 1992), suggesting that ‘cultural gaps’ 

affect both similarly. In addition, differences in laws and legal systems impact on 

accounting through different degrees of investor protection, demands for different 

corporate governance frameworks, preferences for rules or guidelines, different 

overriding principles (prudence or TFV), etc.  

As with law (see Cao, 2002; Kocbek, 2008a,b), the meaning of accounting 

terms depends on the respective accounting system rather than on any linguistic 

properties, and translatability of accounting terminology depends on how closely the 

accounting systems of source and target language are related. If they are not closely 

related, neither suitable terminology nor equivalent concepts exist. As in law, where 

accounting systems are relatively unrelated, apparently similar terms may be ‘false 

friends’. For example, many languages have words that appear identical or similar to 

the English ‘material’, as in ‘material difference’, but the Swedish ‘materiell’ or the 

French ‘materiel’ are not good translations in this context because these terms tend to 

refer to something physical/tangible (Baskerville and Evans, 2011). It is also arguable 

whether the Portuguese ‘virtualmente certo’ would be an appropriate translation of 

‘virtually certain’, because ‘virtualmente’ has connotations of ‘unreal’ or ‘imagined’. 

A better translation would therefore be ‘praticamente certo’.
25

    

The conceptual conflicts arising from differences in legal systems became 

apparent during the implementation of European Union company law directives, 

where some of the underlying concepts (such as TFV and ‘substance over form’), 

which had originated from a common law context, were then implemented into a 

Roman law legal framework. The differences in the conventions of drafting, in the 

indeterminacy of the legal language and in the underlying (legal) knowledge 

structures and assumptions here directly affected accounting, especially when these 

accounting rules became statute law. Thus much of the prior literature on translation 

in accounting identified problems arising from the translation of accounting concepts 

in the context of EU law harmonization (see above, for example Rutherford, 1983; 

Parker, 1989; Alexander, 1993; Ordelheide, 1993; Aisbitt and Nobes, 2001; Kosmala-

MacLullich, 2003; Albu et al., 2013). Although not usually explicitly explored in 

these terms, this literature illustrated the difficulty in translating across legal systems 

and LSPs with different degrees of indeterminacy. For example, Ordelheide (1993) 

argued that the non-literal translation of the fourth directive’s TFV clauses was 

justified in the context of the drafting and interpretation rules governing German law. 

Similarly, Grossfeld (1989, p. 871) argued that the TFV override was not needed in 

the context of continental law and may only be ‘a means to bring English techniques 
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of interpretation in line with Continental traditions, which in turn govern the 

interpretation of EEC rules’. 

Nobes (2009, pp. 421, 424) notes two cases of interpretation of TFV by the 

European Court of Justice (ECJ) which he considers misunderstandings ‘by non-

British lawyers of a form of words invented by British accountants’. Although Nobes 

considers at least the first of these an error by the ECJ, these cases also illustrate that 

the interpretation of TFV differs because of differences in language, accounting 

systems and law. 

 

Convergence, Rules and Principles  

Two considerations arise from the above for the Rules versus Principles debate in 

accounting. First, IFRS are assumed to be a principle-based accounting system, i.e. 

the standards are intended to outline general principles but not prescribe detail. This is 

in contrast to common law legal culture, which is characterized by tightness of 

drafting and richness of detail, but where little accounting regulation is included in 

statute law. Now the principle-based standards constitute law in the EU and many 

other jurisdictions. In the EU that means that they are subject to continental law legal 

interpretation, i.e. the teleological approach of civil law applies, even in the UK. This 

may mean, for example, that the British origin and meaning of TFV is irrelevant in 

the context of European interpretation.  

Second, it is easier to translate rule-based standards (Baskerville and Evans, 

2011, p.54), i.e. standards that prescribe a specific accounting treatment on the basis 

of detailed or quantifiable criteria. (This has been confirmed by a recent empirical 

study by Huerta et al. (2013); see above). For rule-based standards, a more literal 

translation is arguably possible. As in law, a literal approach is not suitable for the 

translation of accounting principles.  

The translation of principles means preserving ambiguity, so as not to limit 

intended room for interpretation. But to choose the most appropriate interpretant 

among different possible ones means accepting inevitable gains and losses, and 

requires a process of negotiation (Eco, 2003, Chapter 2). In line with skopos theory, 

this means that the translator’s role has changed: s/he is now to be an ‘active 

participant in legal communication’ (Šarčević, 1997, p. 3) and ‘text producer’ (ibid., 

p. 2). In principle-based standards, judgement is required not only of the accountant, 

but also of the translator. 

At the extreme, a non-literal translation, as we propose is required for the 

translation of principles, may be more in line with text adaptation rather than 

translation per se (cf. Schäffner, 2001). While this may not be the standard-setter’s or 

regulator’s intention, if this is explicitly acknowledged and encouraged, it is 

commensurate with accounting convergence. It permits the recognition, exploration 

and acknowledgement of differences. Rather than (ultimately unsuccessful) attempts 

to eliminate and suppress such differences, non-literal translation requires the 

adaptation of the target text to the (accounting) culture of the target audience.
26

 It 

does, however, place the translator in a position of responsibility and power that may 

not be envisaged by the party commissioning the translation.  

 

Vested Interests 

Skopos theory suggests that translation needs to consider the intended function of the 

target text. This may differ from the function of the source text – the exact purpose of 

the translations of IFRS, as well as their target audience, may vary in different 

countries. Depending on the target culture’s legal and accounting tradition, the 
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function may be to provide guidance, which, in its application, is subject to 

judgement; in others it may be more akin to strict instruction. The inherent flexibility 

of accounting terminology can facilitate compromise: as long as different 

interpretations are possible, each party may have a different, and on its own terms 

acceptable understanding of the translated text’s function and of what was agreed. For 

the reasons discussed above, this is more likely in the case of the translation of 

principles (rather than rules). 

However, even translated IFRS are unlikely to be accessible to and used by 

the same stakeholders in all target cultures. The need for translation and interpretation 

can therefore create scope for new forms of discourse (e.g. commentaries and 

guidance), ideological change, change of occupational identities and, in some 

accounting cultures, jurisdictional conflicts between lawyers and accountants. 

Interpretation and translation can also be exploited. This is because translation 

increases the intrinsic ambiguity of accounting as a discipline. According to Zambon 

and Zan (2000, p. 800) ‘… accounting can potentially serve many interests as a tool 

of power, because its knowledge bases have an ambiguous theoretical status. … It is 

the unstable knowledge underpinnings of this technique that can open up room for its 

discursive use in terms of power (Hopwood, 1987, 1992)’. 

It is exactly the inherent flexibility of accounting that permits its ‘vested use’ 

(Zambon and Zan, 2000, p. 800). This results from the foundation of accounting in 

different disciplines, but also, as argued above, from the differences in semantic space 

inherent in the LSPs of these different disciplines – particularly legal language. This 

is increased by the ambiguity and incommensurability inherent in translation. 

Therefore, while translation may facilitate convergence, it is also vulnerable to the 

translator’s cognitive, cultural or ideological bias, as well as to the vested interests of 

those commissioning the translation.  

The exploitation of indeterminacy in the discourse surrounding international 

harmonization and convergence has been demonstrated, for example, in the 

transformations of the accounting rules of the EU’s Fourth Directive. Ordelheide 

(1990) provides examples of both ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ transformations in Germany. In 

hard transformations, provisions were implemented literally, but the flexibility 

inherent in possible interpretations of the translated terminology was exploited to 

serve national interests. In soft transformations, the directive’s rules were not 

implemented literally. This provided scope for even more divergent interpretations by 

national commentators, who, in the German accounting and Roman law legal 

tradition, play a leading role in determining the application of accounting law. 

Companies tend to follow prevailing opinions but have some flexibility in choosing 

between different interpretations. In particular, in the case of the soft transformations, 

 

for each rule … more or less numerous commentators of the law show up 

deeming an interpretation adequate or at least applicable which is in the 

sense of the former traditional way of accounting. Enterprises can then 

refer to these commentators and are thus practically enabled to maintain 

their previous accounting habits. (Ordelheide, 1990, p. 6) 

 

Thus ‘[s]oft Transformations … have been transformed … in such a way that 

accounting according to the national laws makes results possible which do not comply 

with the intentions of the Council of the European Communities’ (ibid., p, 12). This 

illustrates that ‘a finely drafted statute … is language used as power’ (Dodova, 1989, 

p. 72) – even, and perhaps especially, if it can circumvent the intentions of a policy-
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maker. 

Among the most controversial exploitations of the indeterminacy inherent in 

accounting rules was the case of the TFV implementation in Europe. The debate 

between Ordelheide (1993, 1996) and Alexander (1993, 1996) on the German 

implementation provides a typical illustration of diverging interpretations resulting 

from different legal and accounting cultures, and the implementation elsewhere also 

demonstrated that countries managed to impose their own culture on an alien concept 

(Parker, 1989; Nobes, 1993). This illustrates that the process of translation, and the 

interpretation therefore inevitably required, allow national regulators to adapt a 

foreign concept to local economic and political requirements.  

In summary, the indeterminacy and ensuing need for interpretation of 

principles can facilitate compromise and convergence, but can also be exploited. A 

close literal translation may reduce the risk of deliberate exploitation but, as suggested 

by skopos theory, the target text is less likely to fulfil its intended function, and at 

worst, this may result in translations that are difficult to understand and therefore 

practically unusable. This requires users to draw on IFRS summaries and 

interpretations, as typically prepared by large accounting firms. This means that the 

power of interpretation and dissemination is transferred to these firms.
27

 Their 

interests may not necessarily reflect those of the wider stakeholder community, at 

least some of whom are de facto excluded from the IFRS implementation discourse 

because of language barriers.  

 

Cultural Convergence or Imperialism? 

Post-colonial translation experts have questioned the idealistic model of translation, 

which assumes equality among cultures and languages. Instead, it is argued, 

translation takes place within asymmetrical power relations and can act as a means of 

containment of other cultures (Bassnett, 1998, with reference to Niranjana, 1992, 

pp.1-3). 

 In the case of accounting, if the dissemination of thought is controlled by the 

most powerful players, it is likely that values relevant to large capital markets in 

developed Western economies are assumed to have global relevance. This applies, for 

instance, where accounting and corporate governance frameworks are implemented in 

economies, or for enterprises, for which they are not suitable. For example, IAS/IFRS 

were initially expected to be suitable for all entities. The realization that they were 

not, and that they were of limited use to economies with underdeveloped capital 

markets, eventually led to the IASB’s SME project (see for example IASB, 2004). 

Notably, in the development of the SME standard, ‘some members and senior 

technical staff of the IASB were opposed to the diversion of resources to the project, 

and the project manager reported directly to the IASB’s chairman in order to protect 

the project from being sidelined’ (Nobes, 2010, p. 215).   

 Anglo-American accounting systems and the English language are among the 

strongest cultural and linguistic influences on the IASB, and Anglo-Saxon legal 

notions are linked to IFRS (Schulze-Osterloh, 2003). For example, the IASB 

increasingly refers to legal concepts such as ‘contract’ and ‘legally enforceable’ - with 

reference to their common law meanings. The Information for Observers relating to 

the board meetings of 20 and 22 June 2006 (IASB, 2006) inter alia ‘reviews some 

basic principles of contract law’ (paragraph 7). In footnote 4 the document states: 

‘While we have referred to contract law as it exists in Canada, the United Kingdom 

and the United States, we understand that the basic principles on which we rely for 

the subsequent analysis also exist in other jurisdictions.’
28

 This is an incorrect and 
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ethnocentric assumption: For example, David and Brierley (1985, pp. 318-21, 359-60) 

argue that historical developments gave rise to peculiarities in English law and 

‘prevented … a fully rational development of its institutions’ (p.320). They refer to 

contract law in English and common law to illustrate this, and discuss, inter alia, 

differences in contract law between English and Romano-French law. Translation is 

therefore difficult because in code law countries users will attach different meanings 

to these notions, and some languages cannot convey these notions easily, which 

means that reference to the English original text is required. Japan, for example, is not 

a contract law based society – it relies on contracts to a significantly lesser extent than 

is the case in common law countries. Instead, rules and regulations are created to 

manage and control interaction and relationships, such as those covered by 

employment contracts in common law (as Note 27). 

 The IASB’s approach may be based on a lack of awareness of other (non-

Anglo-American) legal and accounting cultures; alternatively, it may be based on a 

conscious disregard of such differences. In either case, this means not only that other 

legal languages will be repressed (Schulze-Osterloh, 2003), but also that other 

concepts and traditions are suppressed or simply disregarded. 

Other powers representing and expanding Anglo-American cultural influences 

contribute to these developments, and again language plays a major part. O’Malley 

(2010), exploring such changes in Italian law, points out that American investment 

banks are ‘great agents of contractual and legal convergence’. Due to their influence, 

American-style (i.e. common law based)  

 

contracts and specific clauses became more and more standard in both 

Italian and European deals, they inevitably also began to impact Italian 

(and other local European) corporate and capital markets contracts, both 

those drafted in English but governed by Italian law and even those 

drafted in Italian and subject to Italian law (O’Malley, 2010, p. 116).  

 

In addition, Italian jurists who have been influenced by training in common law may 

draw on common law legal terminology and concepts (such as those relating to 

contracts) even when communicating in Italian in a civil law context. This leads to the 

use of false cognates and communication problems with their Italian colleagues who 

have not had similar common law (or English language) exposure (O’Malley, 2010).

  

 

Lingua Franca 

A related issue is the increasing use of English as a lingua franca. IFRS have been 

implemented in many jurisdictions. However, unlike the EU or the United Nations, 

the IFRS Foundation has only one official and working language. While many of its 

staff and board members are bi- or multilingual, this is not the case for all. The 

exclusive use of English as a working language inevitably restricts consideration of 

solutions arising from other traditions.  

 English is also increasingly used as a working language in the EU 

Commission, in spite of the EU’s multilingual policy. Some existing and new member 

states are better equipped than others to deal with this, partly because of foreign 

language education, partly because of the relative relationship of languages to each 

other. However, lack of language skills may disadvantage some nations in 

negotiations (Dollerup, 1996), and ‘… the recourse to English as a working language 

compels most of the participants in the various task forces to operate in a foreign 



 Page 23  

tongue’ (Glanert, 2008, p. 167). As a result, ‘[some] delegates are frustrated because, 

as one representative put it “we say what we are able to say, not what we wish to 

say”’ (Dollerup, 1996, p. 300).  

 Thus the use of English as a lingua franca may lead to a restriction of original 

thinking or cognitive processes (Traxel, 1979; Süllwold, 1980; Podder-Theising, 

1984, p.138), not only for policy-makers but also for researchers, who are 

increasingly required to publish in English (Schröder, 1998). It also means that 

English terminology will be increasingly used in accounting discourse in other 

languages (see e.g. Evans, 2010). Finally, apart from affecting (and restricting) the 

way non-English speakers think about accounting, this increasing use of English also 

excludes some stakeholders from discourse, not only in the EU but also in the IASB 

due process. If discourse is predominantly in English, lack of English language 

competency has practical, academic, social and status implications. Thus, speaking 

English can, for non-native speakers, be similar to using a professional register, in 

that both signal membership of an occupational elite and exclude non-members. This, 

in turn, is particularly significant for stakeholders in countries where English is not 

widely spoken or taught as a second language. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

Accounting has become increasingly international. As a result, translation is essential 

in international accounting harmonization. It is necessary in multinational enterprises, 

necessary for annual reports that start in languages other than English, necessary to 

facilitate the international adoption of IFRS, and necessary to provide equal access to 

the EU’s laws and policies for all its citizens (European Commission, 2008). 

However, translation of accounting terminology and regulations is not 

straightforward. 

While research into translation is taken seriously in other disciplines, and a 

large body of research explores problems and solutions in, inter alia, medicine and 

law, very little exists, by comparison, in accounting. We argue that there is a need for 

more research on translation in accounting, and that accounting research on 

translation can benefit from engagement with other disciplines. 

By providing an overview of translation theory and translation research in 

selected other disciplines, this paper aimed to offer new insights for the translatability 

and interpretation of accounting regulation. We began by exploring examples of 

practical problems and possible approaches to addressing these. This led us to engage 

with the skills required of the translator, the limitations of literal translation and of 

terminology lists, the difficulty arising from the existence of two official translations 

of IFRS for some languages, and the need to consider translation at the drafting stage. 

We also discussed legal, time and cost implications of translation. 

We also aimed to contribute new perspectives for the legal, cultural and socio-

linguistic aspects of accounting language. We explored the implications of the 

foundation of accounting in different disciplines, and the cultural embeddedness and 

indeterminacy of legal and accounting language. As in law (Šarčević, 1989) different 

accounting systems’ terminologies are inherently incongruent. Legal theory further 

suggests that legal languages differ with regard to precision and detail, according to 

the relevant legal system, and that where legal texts are ambiguous, this ambiguity 

must, as far as possible, be retained in translation. According to translation theory, the 

aim is now (as much as possible) to achieve equivalent effects on the target reader. As 

we argued above, this is also relevant for the translation of accounting – in particular 

the translation of principles.  
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We also examined the rhetoric and power relations that language may serve. 

Functional, target-reader oriented translation requires interpretation and involves a 

process of negotiation (Eco, 2003, Chapter 2). Translation is therefore vulnerable to 

cognitive and cultural bias, to a vested exploitation of indeterminacy in language and 

to ideologically and pragmatically motivated distortions, as for example in the 

national implementation of international regulation. It places the translator in a 

position of responsibility and power that may not be envisaged by those 

commissioning the translation, and given the power of words, is unlikely to be 

encouraged.  

We finally aim to dispel the assumption that translation is a peripheral 

problem. The importance of translation in accounting is underestimated because (i) if 

translations are poor, IFRS adopters look to the English original or to summaries and 

implementation guides prepared by the large accounting firms; (ii) problems caused 

by poor translation may be disguised by other problems, such as poor enforcement 

and auditing; and (iii) translation has limited effect on the most powerful constituents. 

The IASB’s working language is English, and the English language and Anglo-

American accounting culture are also the dominant influences in developed 

economies and for the most powerful ‘global players’.  

Translation-related problems do however disenfranchise less powerful 

stakeholders, especially those with lesser English language competencies. Translation 

problems can delay implementation, exclude stakeholders from the IFRS consultation 

and implementation discourse, place undue and disproportionate costs on smaller 

jurisdictions and allow the most powerful players to control the dissemination of 

accounting thought. 

These issues are important because, as argued above, accounting is not an 

objective technical discipline, but has political, social and economic consequences. It 

legitimates behaviour (Power, 2003) and is a technology of power.
29

 By choosing, 

changing or creating terminology, we set boundaries within which we think about our 

discipline, and which are likely to impact on jurisdictional claims and power relations 

(Potter, 1999; Evans, 2010). 

On the other hand, translation – and an acknowledgement of its limitations - 

may facilitate accounting convergence and compromise. It can contribute to allowing 

us to embrace, rather than suppress, differences in our accounting cultures, and  

permitting them to coexist.  

 

                                                 

Notes 
1
 Because of the wealth of prior literature in these disciplines (in particular medicine and related 

sciences) our review has to be selective. Also, we do not examine literary translation, which is subject 

to different constraints (and solutions). 
2
 IASC Foundation, The IFRS Foundation and its translation policies, available at  

 http://www.ifrs.org/Use+around+the+world/IFRS+translations/IFRS+translations.htm 
3
 IFRS Foundation Terminology Lookup, available for subscribers at http://eifrs.ifrs.org/eifrs/Terms  

4
 We are grateful to Philippe Bui (Autorité des Normes Comptables) for pointing this out. (Email 

exchange 30 August 2010.) See also IFRS Foundation (2010). 
5
 The deterministic view of the strong form, which suggests that thinking is determined by language, is 

not now generally supported (Werner, 1994; Crystal, 1997, p.15; Joseph, 1998). 
6
 Functional approaches to translation have also been developed by others, most notably Nord (e.g. 

Nord, 1997). 
7
 The document, signed by Maori chiefs and British government officials, exists in different versions 

(see e.g. O’Malley et al., 2010, Chapter 1). According to the English versions, ‘the Maori ceded 

“absolutely and without reservation all the rights and powers of Sovereignty” – and there was no 

mention of continued chiefly power’ (Belich, 1996, p. 194).  The Maori language version distinguishes 

http://www.ifrs.org/Use+around+the+world/IFRS+translations/IFRS+translations.htm
http://eifrs.ifrs.org/eifrs/Terms
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between two forms of power: governorship (the remit of the British) and chieftainship (retained by the 

Maori). The latter was not referred to in the English versions. Belich argues that this difference may 

have been the result of a translation error, but was more likely  ‘a deliberate or semi-deliberate act of 

deceit by those who translated the treaty into Maori’ (ibid.). He suggests that the ‘interpreters shifted 

emphasis between English and Maori written versions in a direction that improved the chances of 

Maori consent’ (ibid., p. 195).  
8
 For example, the continental legal terms for professionals licensed to advise on legal matters (German 

‘Rechstanwalt’, Italian ‘avvocato’, etc.) have no direct equivalents in common law based systems. 

They are usually translated in a variety of ways, as lawyer, advocate, solicitor, etc. – none of which 

however are direct equivalents of the Roman law terms (Kocbek, 2008a). For further examples of non-

equivalence between apparently similar concepts/terms see for example David and Brierley (1985, 

pp.90, 334-335), Šarčević (1989) and Cao (2007, pp.58-59). 
9
 In the U.K., Parliamentary discussion may only be considered in legal interpretation since the case of 

Pepper v Hart (1992), and only in specific circumstances.  
10

 For example, Sherwood’s Bundh sauces were renamed, as was the Buick Lacrosse in Canada, 

because of the names’ obscene connotations in some language communities (Munday, 2004). 
11

 Such as, for example, the International Quality of Life Assessment (IQOLA), which translates and 

validates health surveys and develops protocols for doing so (see e.g. Bullinger et al. 1998). Knudsen 

et al. (2000) and Becker et al. (2002) describe the European Psychiatric
 
Services (EPSILON) group’s 

strategies for the translation and cross-cultural adaptation of measurement instruments for 

schizophrenia, and van de Vijver and Hambleton (1996) and Sireci et al. (2006) discuss the guidelines 

for test translations developed by the International Test Commission (consisting of representative of 

different branches of psychology). Translation and validation services are also available from highly 

specialized commercial organizations such as the MAPI Institute, while the International Medical 

Interpreters Association, as a trade organization, focuses on educational requirements and professional 

standards and practice, and promotes research into medical translation. 
12

 For example, sentences should be simple and avoid redundancies, the active rather than the passive 

voice should be used, pronouns should be avoided, as should metaphors, colloquialisms and imprecise 

expressions (such as ‘soon’ or ‘often’), and specific terms should be used rather than more general ones 

(such as ‘members of your family’, which may include different individuals in different cultures) 

(Brislin, 1986, cited by van de Vijver and Hambleton, 1996). 
13

 Acquardo et al. (2008) offer a selected review of relevant literature. They recommend a multistep 

approach and suggest a checklist of the steps in translation. Other approaches commonly used include: 

discussion between the research group and the translator, back translation, the use of focus groups 

(Knudsen et al., 2000), ‘verifying the psychometric properties of the instrument in the target language’ 

(ibid, p. 8; see also van Wijngaarden et al., 2000), the use of a modified Delphi approach (Eremenco et 

al., 2005) and validation by means of statistical and qualitative analyses (Sireci et al., 2006). Other 

measures to ensure validity include comparing translations created by independent translators, and 

ensuring the quality of translators (e.g. proficiency in the respective languages, familiarity with the 

respective cultures, understanding the subject domain) (Hambleton and Kanjee, 1995; Sireci et al., 

2006; Acquardo et al., 2008). 
14

 Email exchange with Dominique Jonkers, professional IFRS translator, 3 February 2011. 
15

 This is not an oversight – the possibility of using alternative translations was debated during the 

translation of the 2007 revision of IAS1, but the reviewer chose to retain the term ‘Bilanz’. We are 

grateful to Robin Bonthrone for pointing this out.  
16

 See Cao (2007, pp. 54-5) for developments regarding such dictionaries in law and Mourier (2008) 

for developments in accounting. See also Fuertes Olivera et al. (2010) for an example of such a 

conceptual dictionary for accounting.  
17

 Email exchange with Robin Bonthrone, professional IFRS translator, 21 January 2011. 
18

 See IASB / FASB Meeting May 2012 Norwalk, Agenda paper 7C paragraph 49(b), available at 

http://www.ifrs.org/Meetings/IASB+May+2012.htm  
19

 While English has many different ways to express obligation, such as ‘may’, ‘might’, ‘could’, 

‘should’ and ‘must’, some languages cannot make these distinctions (Baskerville and Evans, 2011, p. 

43). 
20

 For example: 

 IAS 24 Related Party Disclosures refers to ‘dependants of that person’, while the German translation 

refers to ‘abhängige Angehörige’ (IAS 24.9). Unlike the original, the translation implies that the 

dependant has to be a relative.  

http://www.ifrs.org/Meetings/IASB+May+2012.htm
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 IAS 24.12 refers to the name of ‘the ultimate controlling party’, while the German version translates 

‘party’ as ‘Unternehmen’ (enterprise). 

 In IFRS 7.37 ‘impaired’ has been translated as ‘nedskrivningsbar’ (‘possible to write down’) in 

Swedish (Dahlgren and Nilsson, 2012). 

Other examples are provided in Niehus (2005), Tsakumis et al. (2009) and Hellmann et al. (2010).  
21

 IASC Foundation (2002) Exposure Draft of Proposed Improvements to International Accounting 

Standards, available at 

http://www.drsc.de/docs/drafts/iasb/improvements_2002/improvement_intro.html 
22

 We are grateful to Sven-Arne Nilsson for providing this example. 
23

 IAS Plus. Use of IFRS by Jurisdiction. Available at http://www.iasplus.com/country/useias.htm 
24

 Email exchanges with Robin Bonthrone and Roanne Hasegawa, professional IFRS translators, 11 

and 12 June 2012. 
25

 We are grateful to Cláudia Teixeira for providing this example. See also Doupnik and Riccio (2006). 
26

 This occurred for example with the non-literal translations and implementations of the TFV in the 

Fourth Directive, where this concept was adapted to the importing accounting cultures’ traditions (see 

above). However, whether appropriate or not, this was not intended by the Commission. More recent 

examples of non-literal translation from IFRS convergence and implementation include the following: 

(i) IAS 16 Property, plant and equipment is translated into Japanese as Yukeikoteishisan （有形固定

資産）which means fixed assets in English, because translations for property, plant and equipment 

would be too narrow to cover what is in the scope of IAS 16. 

(ii) The expression ‘profit and loss’ used in IFRS is translated junsoneki（純損益）which are the 

characters for net, loss, profit. Without the character for net, the Japanese text would not be clear.  

(iii) IAS 36 Impairment of Assets is translated into German as 'Wertminderungen von 

Vermögenswerten’. The term used to translate impairment is not the one normally used (which would 

be ‘ausserplanmässige Abschreibungen’ – literally ‘unscheduled depreciation’.) This different term 

may have been selected to distinguish impairment in IAS 36 from the traditional German method of 

accounting for impairment.  

(iv) IAS 12.46 refers to tax rates that have been ‘enacted or substantively enacted’. The simplest literal 

translation of ‘enacted’ into German would be ‘erlassen’ or  ‘beschlossen’. However, given the 

differences in legal processes in different jurisdictions, a literal translation of  ‘substantively enacted’ is 

less obvious but is understood to refer to situations where the enactment process is virtually complete. 

This differs in different jurisdictions. In Germany it means legislation has been passed by both houses 

of parliament (Ernst & Young, 2013, section 5.1.1). The translator chose a construct that could be 

back-translated as ‘pronounced (or announced) in law’ (‘gesetzlich angekündigt’).  

We are grateful to Roanne Hasegawa and Markus Fuchs for providing these IFRS examples. 

The explicit emphasis on the law (‘gesetzlich’) in example (iv) is commensurate with German 

accounting tradition, although this phrase (as a whole) is not borrowed from legal German. 
27

 To some extent the large firms and accounting networks also have such an influence in an English-

language environment, through publishing (International) GAAP summaries and interpretations. 

However, especially where translations are of poor quality, this influence is significantly increased in a 

non-English language environment. (Email exchange with Roanne Hasegawa, professional IFRS 

translator, 30 October 2011 and 11 June 2012.) 
28

 We are grateful to Sonja Wüstemann for drawing our attention to this. 
29

 As argued in some critical accounting research, drawing on the work of Foucault. See for example 

Hoskin and Macve (1986). 
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