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ABSTRACT
Digitalisation is transforming the foundations of the accounting profession, reshaping how professional identity, practice, and education evolve. While much of the literature has concentrated on advanced economies, little attention has been paid to how these transformations unfold in emerging economies, where institutional infrastructures and professional traditions differ significantly. This thesis examines how digitalisation is reshaping the accounting profession in Ghana, a context where rapid technological adoption occurs alongside resource constraints and fragmented institutional responses. The study is organised around three empirical papers, each addressing a distinct but interconnected aspect of the accounting profession. The first paper explores professional identity, using Bourdieu’s theory of practice to analyse how digitalisation alters symbolic authority and legitimacy within the profession. The second paper investigates the sociocultural impacts of digitalisation in accounting practice, employing a practice-based institutional logics perspective to explore how global digital systems interact with local cultural norms in professional settings. The third paper analyses the implications of digitalisation on professional accounting education, analysing the responses of ICAG and CIMA, and interpreting their strategies through diffusion of innovation and institutional isomorphism.
The study adopts a qualitative, interpretive methodology consistent with a subjectivist ontology and interpretivist epistemology. Data was collected through semi-structured interviews, focus group discussions, and documentary analysis, involving accountants in practice, staff and partners in Big Four and local accounting firms, representatives of professional accountancy bodies, accounting educators, and accounting students. An abductive research approach guided the analysis, allowing iterative movement between empirical data and theoretical frameworks. Data were analysed using thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2019) and meaning-oriented content analysis (Krippendorff, 2019), with interpretation informed by the theory of practice, institutional logics, diffusion of innovation, and institutional isomorphism. This combination ensured that findings were both grounded in the lived experiences of participants and situated within broader theoretical debates about digitalisation and the accounting profession.
The findings indicate that digitalisation is reconfiguring the symbolic and institutional foundations of the accounting profession in Ghana. At the level of professional identity, it redistributes symbolic capital by diminishing the authority of traditional credentials while elevating digital competence and adaptability as markers of legitimacy. At the level of accounting practice, digital infrastructures imported by global firms intensify tensions with local cultural norms, giving rise to unintended sociocultural consequences such as blurred work–life boundaries, weakened peer learning, and shifting authority relations. These dynamics are further shaped by the emergence of a digital platform logic, which reorganises visibility, accountability, and professional autonomy within firms. At the level of professional education, digitalisation drives contrasting reforms: ICAG adopts incremental changes shaped by legitimacy pressures, while CIMA embeds digital competencies more strategically, yet in both cases students face persistent barriers relating to preparedness, infrastructure, and access. The findings altogether show that digitalisation in Ghana is not a linear technical process but a socially embedded and contested transformation that simultaneously unsettles professional accounting identity, reshapes accounting practice with firms, and redefines professional accounting education.
The implications are that digitalisation in emerging economies cannot be understood as a uniform technical shift. Its outcomes are mediated by institutional capacity, professional traditions, and cultural norms, meaning that technological change simultaneously creates opportunities for renewal and risks of fragmentation. For the Ghanaian accounting profession, this duality raises pressing questions about how symbolic authority is maintained, how professional cultures adapt, and how professional education systems prepare future accountants to sustain legitimacy in an era of technological disruption.
The thesis makes three key contributions. First, it advances understanding of professional identity in accounting by showing how digitalisation unsettles legitimacy and symbolic authority, particularly in contexts where institutional leadership is fragmented. Second, it extends practice-based institutional perspectives by demonstrating how digitalisation amplifies tensions between global systems and local norms, producing unintended sociocultural consequences in accounting practice and giving rise to the emergence of a digital platform logic that reconfigures visibility, accountability, and professional autonomy. Third, it enriches scholarship on professional accounting education by showing how accountancy bodies navigate global pressures and local constraints in shaping educational reform, exposing tensions between symbolic compliance and substantive reform. Collectively, these contributions position digitalisation not simply as a technical challenge but as a force reshaping the authority, practices, and future of the accounting profession.
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