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Abstract 
Although the accounting professionalization project has been thoroughly examined, less effort has been directed towards understanding the role of technological advancements, such as websites, in the development of the institution of accountancy. Considering the popularity of the web and the rapidly expanding number of internet users across the globe, such an investigation may enrich current understandings. This paper seeks to provide insights into the purpose of the construction and use of the Greek accountancy Institute’s website in the 2000s. The Greek Institute is an interesting case for it appears to have set up a website in direct response to the early 2000s legitimacy challenges to its credibility. It is demonstrated that the website constituted a main tool through which the self-image of an adequately self-regulated, homogenous, ethical and trustworthy profession was projected. However, by bringing to the forefront the inherently fragmented nature of the accountancy membership and the inter-professional politics, it is argued that it was devised by the representatives of local accountants who sought to reproduce the status-quo and secure their sectional interests to the detriment of rival, mainly, multinational-groups. The story which unfolds in this paper may have important implications for academic researchers and practitioners as it sheds light upon the role of vocal and influential members who, by controlling essential professional mechanisms, attempt to maintain certain structures and power relations. 
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1. Introduction

Based on insights from the critical literature on professionalization (Willmott, 1986; Preston et al., 1995; Sikka and Willmott, 1995; Cooper and Robson, 2006; Raar 2009; Guenin-Parakini and Gendron, 2010; Carnegie and Napier, 2010; Carrington, 2010), one would expect that in their ceaseless striving for conferring legitimacy upon their practices accountants would have drawn upon recent technological advancements. For instance, the capacity of websites to project a self-image in a convenient, direct and timely manner might have led accountants to incorporate them into their broader strategy to project and substantiate claims to expertise, independence, homogeneity, integrity, trustworthiness and ethicality. Indeed, by focusing on the recent history of the accountancy association in Greece, this paper, firstly, shows that websites may constitute a primary legitimation tool through which accountants seek to influence and shape broader perceptions with a view to safeguard significant organizational privileges such as self-regulation and monopoly of auditing practice. Secondly, it is demonstrated that although, such efforts are meticulously designed and implemented and appear to be on behalf of the institute as a whole, in practice, they may be the product of influential professional elites who attempt to reproduce existing structures and relations of power in order to secure their sectional interests to the detriment of other groups. The paper relies on primary and secondary archival material of the accountancy institute, relevant laws, parliamentary debates, academic studies and press publications to sketch the background and triangulate the results of the analysis of the website’s content. The website of the Greek accounting profession
 was accessed and explored on 8th March 2011 (SOEL, 2011a; 2011b). The files were downloaded using Adobe Reader 9, and then PDF linked in order to ensure that all files were captured. They were then manually checked to ensure that they matched with the PDF linked files. Any missed ones, were captured manually. Both English (SOEL, 2011a) and Greek (SOEL, 2011b) language versions of the website were explored. In addition to the website analysis, members of the Supervisory Council were asked to be interviewed in order to express their views on the construction and content of the website, however, they kindly denied. Their reluctance which is associated with the inter-professional conflicts is analysed in a later section. However, the head of the networking department was interviewed and provided useful insights into the process of the construction and development of the website. 
The paper is further organized into five sections. The second section develops a theoretical framework on accountancy professionalization which links issues such as legitimation challenges, defensive strategies, websites, inter-professional conflicts, interests and the roles of the professional elites. The third section provides a brief account of the history of the institution of accountancy in Greece focusing on its organizational development and the major credibility crisis which led to the deprivation of its self-supervised status in the early 2000s. The fourth section illuminates the fragmented nature of the Greek institute and the attitudes of the two rival elites towards the, then, imminent restructuring. The fifth section provides an analysis of the content of the website and the sixth demonstrates that it was a device aimed at securing the sectional interests of the influential elite. The paper concludes by way of summary and discussion.

2. (Re)visiting professionalization: sectional interests, conflicts and the struggle for legitimacy

A fundamental element of the accountancy professionalization project has been the accountancy institute’s systematic efforts to influence broader perceptions about its indispensable role and importance through verbal and visual self-projected images and public claims (Carnegie and Napier, 2010). As an institution of accountability expected to facilitate trust in economic transactions across the globe, the accountancy body disseminates signals of credibility, integrity and compliance with regulatory frameworks to maintain and polish its technically and morally legitimate position (Raar, 2009, p. 509; Guenin-Parakini and Gendron, 2010). To reinforce such claims, practitioners aim at “standardising” and “codifying” their “professional knowledge”, services and conduct (Larson, 1977, p. 40). Through lengthy processes of formal training, standards of practice, codes of ethics and disciplinary processes, the accountancy institute seeks to eliminate differences in the interpretation of practice and disseminate the view that it is a homogenous group. Such efforts remain at the heart of the accountancy professionalization process as they enable the institute to influence the shaping of relevant stereotypes
 which according to Carnegie and Napier (2010, p. 363) ‘are not just a matter of how individuals perceive ‘others’, but also about how individuals locate themselves, or are located by others, as members of particular groups’. In this context, the accountancy body has contributed to the emergence of the image of the accountants as honest and trustworthy practitioners. Based on this premise, accountants have managed to secure their sectional interests, enjoy a lucrative jurisdiction and organizational privileges, inter alia, the monopoly of auditing practice and self-regulation (Mitchell & Sikka, 1993; Mitchell et al., 1994; Preston et al., 1995; Lee, 1995). 
The attainment, maintenance and reestablishment of professional legitimacy may be arduous tasks especially at times when the credibility of the accountancy organization is publicly called into question. For instance, in the aftermath of corporate debacles attributed to audit failures, “journalists, academics, politicians and others who have no desire to occupy the territory of accountants… advance some competing discourses that may disrupt and weaken the profession’s capacity to secure and expand its domain.” (Sikka and Willmott, 1995, p. 547). These groups and institutions challenge accountants’ claims of accountability, homogeneity, ethicality and integrity (Preston et al., 1995; Sikka & Willmott, 1995). However, such challenges may be converted into threats to accountancy institute’s privileged status when the legal system is mobilized, i.e. when the state starts elaborating plans to reform the professional organization by instituting oversight independent authorities to supervise accounting and auditing practices. To safeguard its position, the accountancy body usually deploys a two-fold tactic. On the one level, it revises and, in cases, strengthens the regulatory framework of operation, such as the standards of practice, codes of ethics and compliance processes, in order to maintain the necessary minimum level of discipline and coherence among the membership (Guenin-Parakini and Gebdron, 2010; Preston et al., 1995, p. 516; Sikka & Willmott, 1995, p. 547). On the other level, it seeks to intensify active participations in public debates to promote its self-image as a credible and reliable organization in an attempt to polish its tarnished image (Mitchell & Sikka, 1993; Mitchell et al., 1994; Preston et al., 1995). Public relations efforts including, inter alia, speeches by eminent professionals, press publications and interviews in the media serve as main means of influencing broader perspectives (Dedoulis, 2006).

In recent decades, taking advantage of technological advancements, the accountancy institute has employed new means of engaging in public relations. The phenomenal expansion of the number of internet users and the popularity of the web has directed the accountancy institute towards cyberspace (Chou and Cheng, 2012; Janvrin et al. 2009; Chen et al. 2005; Luthy and Carver 2004; Borgia and Shrager, 2000; Roxas et al. 2000). The construction and use of the websites (including those by accountancy firms) has been something more than a mere marketing tool through which information is delivered and potential clients are attracted. This paper argues that it primarily constitutes a signaling vehicle
, an institution through which the accountancy institute, inter alia, projects its self-image. Prior writings have acknowledged that “(m)any CPA firms use dedicated websites to present their image… (i)n addition, they also provide updated accounting trends and regulations… Effective use of a website can enhance public recognition, build brand image…” (Chou and Cheng 2012, p. 2783). Similarly it has been argued that “(t)he presentation of their websites reflects who they are (referring to the Big Four) as much as any other form of advertisement or corporate communication… Each firm adds their own essence and balance to their web site, making it unique to who they are and what image they want to portray” (Luthy and Carver 2004, p. 53, parenthesis added). Moreover, whilst Borgia and Shrager (2000, p. 67) draw attention to the importance of presenting an appropriate image, Roxas et al. (2000) suggest that, in constructing a website, each accounting firm should determine what the objectives are and the marketing strategy that is intended to be followed. In this context, the website of the accountancy organization constitutes a technological device which enables the institute to define and redefine the contours of its image: 

 “although there has been no agreement as to what conditions have to be met before an occupation grouping may be described as a profession… a review of the websites of the Big Four accounting firms carried out on 20 August 2009 showed that all the firms used the word ‘professional’ on their home pages or the prominent pages describing the firms. KPMG, for example, describes itself on its home page… as ‘A global network of professional services firms” (Carnegie and Napier, 2010, p. 362).

Thus, the website is viewed as an integral part of the profession’s iconography through which it ceaselessly strives to maintain its social legitimacy.
An influential branch of the literature has underscored that the accountancy profession’s legitimation strategies are inevitably mediated by internal tensions (Willmott 1986; Willmott at al. 1993; Sikka and Willmott 1995b). The inherently fragmented nature of the membership’s interests necessitates that attention should be drawn upon the politics underlying such processes. Efforts to confer legitimacy upon the institute should not unproblematicaly be perceived as the outcome of a consensus achieved within a unified and homogenous body. Accountant’s employment in various posts and organizations
 with divergent and often contradictory priorities entails a segmentation which is further complicated by the divisions between members working for the big, international firms and other practitioners (Sikka and Willmott 1995). Thus, “although the major associations have a common interest in co-operating with each other to minimise the risk of statutory regulation of the profession, they also have a sectional interest in pressing for a form of co-operation that best serves their respective memberships” (Willmott 1986, p. 575; see also Sathe, 2010). In this context, accountants’ legitimation efforts, including the employment of websites, should be understood as the product of the action and political role of the professional elites
 in defining, organizing and advancing the diverse and often conflicting interests and views of the most vocal and influential members (Willmott 1986; Edwards, 2001). 
This critical stream of the literature provides useful understandings of the accounting professionalization project by linking broader challenges to the legitimacy of the profession and the tactics employed to neutralize them. Most importantly, however, these studies illuminate the complexity of politics and interests underlying the professional strategies deployed. Based on these insights, the next sections focus on the institution of accountancy in Greece elucidating interesting aspects of the professionalization process.    
3. The organizational development of the institute and the early 2000s credibility crisis 
The Greek accountancy body was established in the mid 1950s, at a time when the state directed its efforts towards rebuilding a basic infrastructure in a social, political and economic context shattered by the World War II and the civil war that followed (Freris, 1986). State officials prioritised public objectives such as the detection and reporting of fraud, the reduction of tax evasion and the close supervision of the activities of companies and established a state-supervised professional body, SOL
 (Dedoulis and Caramanis, 1997). The body comprised local auditors and operated as the only practicing firm in Greece until the early 1990s. At that time, the institution of accountancy underwent a major restructuring. The state sought to internationalise the accountancy realm incorporating both local and multinational audit firms into a professional association named SOEL
. SOEL was endowed with the privilege of self-supervision following the predominant Anglo-American professional model whereby auditors’ appointments and audit fees, standards, codes of ethics, by-laws, disciplinary action and quality control inspections lay within the jurisdiction of the Supervisory Board (Dedoulis, 2006). In the early 2003, a fundamental institutional reform was initiated
. The independent Accounting and Auditing Oversight Board, ELTE
, was set up in order to supervise the operation of the profession (Caramanis et al. 2010). The oversight authority took over important responsibilities from SOEL, inter alia, the quality control inspections and disciplinary action essentially depriving SOEL of its self-supervising status (Caramanis and Dedoulis, 2011). 
Although the accountancy institute has encountered a number of serious difficulties throughout its history (Caramanis, 1996), it was in the early 2000s when its role and credibility were openly called into question, a challenge which actually led to the major state intervention and establishment of ELTE. During that period, two major occurrences took place that undermined SOEL’s trustworthiness and led to the erosion of public confidence: the Athens Stock Exchange scandal and the broader impact of the collapse of Enron
. 
In the late 1999, the fate of the accountancy institute was inextricably associated with the Athens Stock Exchange episode. During that period, the latter exhibited an unprecedented growth which was followed by a dramatic downward spiral. The General Index climaxed to 6.355 only to fall down to 1.800 points within a few months in the last quarter of 1999 accompanied by corporate collapses of listed companies, incidences which gave rise to significant public concerns about the effectiveness of the accountancy body (Caramanis et al, 2010). The broader uncertainty was aggravated by the uncertainty created by the Enron debacle. Doubts about whether the institution of accountancy had the capacity to limit unprofessional conduct, discipline errant behaviour and, thereby, prevent similar collapses from occurring in Greece were echoed in the press:

“ ‘Auditors out of control’ (Economicos Tachydromos, 6 July, 2002, p. 31), ‘Audit firms’ credibility in red’ (Know-How, June 2002, p. 76), ‘Fears for cases of Enron in Greece’ (Economia, 4 August, 2002), ‘Who supervises auditors?’ (Imerisia, 17 May, 2002; Apogevmatini, 27 May, 2002), ‘The scandal of Enron reaches 8 audit firms in Greece’ Kathimerini, 16 January, 2002), ‘Enronitis may infect Europe too’ (Naftemboriki, 24 July, 2002).” (Dedoulis, 2006, p. 169)

The threat was realised in the late 2002, when state officials following broader tensions
 started elaborating a bill which provided for a “tighter” institutional context for auditors” (Dedoulis, 2006, p. 169), imperilling the profession’s self-supervision status. 
Against this background of challenges to the credibility, organization and operation of SOEL, it would be expected that SOEL’s membership would be united to defend its privileges. However, the membership was fragmented and radically different views with regard to SOEL’s structure emerged.
4. Membership segmentation and the importance of the professional elites
Interestingly, the membership remained divided into two major camps
 (Caramanis, 2005; Caramanis et al., 2010).The majority of SOEL’s members belonged to local accountants who had been organised in a firm which constituted the continuation of the state-supervised SOL. On the basis of their voting power, local accountants secured the control over essential mechanisms in the operation of the profession. In particular, the supervisory, administrative, disciplinary and quality control organs of SOEL were controlled by their representatives, a group headed by a “charismatic personality”, an eminent professional with considerable political associations and influence
 (Caramanis, 2005). Interestingly, this professional elite managed to secure local accountants’ support by organising, articulating and advancing their sectional interests since the creation of SOEL in 1992 (Caramanis 2002; 2005). However, the very fact that this elite controlled essential operations of the accountancy institute led the remaining members who mostly belonged to multinational audit firms
 to become advocates of SOEL’s disempowerment in the 2000s. Multinational audit firms’ representatives were supportive of the creation of an independent oversight authority which would take over the disciplinary and quality control functions of SOEL: “A non-independent disciplinary council, influenced to a large extent by the organized interests of (of key) audit firms can be used as a tool for intimidation and for unfair competition as well as for concealing problems, in the interests of those who support it” (part of interview, quoted in Caramanis et al. 2010, p.27).  Thus, through mobilising of political support and written arguments submitted to the administrative and supervisory organs of SOEL, representatives of multinational audit firms adopted a positive stance with regard to any organizational rearrangement that would weaken the power of the leading group of SOEL (ibid). 
This inter-professional antithesis was revealed in the parliamentary debate about the establishment of ELTE on 17th April 2003 (Greek Parliament, 2003a; 2003b). Two eminent professionals, Ch. Alamanos and G. Samothrakis, both members of SOEL’s Supervisory Council were invited by the Standing Economic Parliamentary Committee to expose their views with regard to the restructuring of SOEL (Greek Parliament, 2003c, p. 1). Alamanos, was the chairman of SOEL and the most influential figure of local accountants’ representatives (SOEL, 2000). Samothrakis was the chairman of the association of members of multinational firms in Greece (Greek Parliament, 2003c p. 1; SOEL, 2000). In his speech, Alamanos argued that the intention to restructure the professional organization by transferring SOEL’s supervisory to a new oversight Body whose members would be appointed by the state was “not in the right direction”.  He characterised the draft bill as “inadequately prepared and inappropriate”, merely, a legislative effort which would not safeguard auditors’ independence, effective quality inspections or efficient disciplinary processes (Greek Parliament, 2003b, p. 1112). He stated that the self-supervisory arrangements, then in place, had been very effective:
“in four years, the Supervisory, Scientific and Disciplinary Councils have dealt with twelve cases (of reported deviations from standards or codes of ethics). Six Chartered Accountants have been expelled (withdrawal of practicing certificate), one was punished with a six-month suspension, two were fined and two cases were cast aside.” (Greek Parliament, 2003b, p. 1113, par, added). 
He also suggested that the state had to wait before any legislative changes were introduced as he had been informed that the European Union was also elaborating plans for the establishment of oversight authorities. In sharp contrast, the representative of multinational audit firms, Samothrakis, was in favour of the indented restructuring: 
“Taking into consideration the international developments and the difficulties encountering the auditing profession, we believe that the draft bill is in the right direction. Something had to be done in Greece as well. In most countries across the globe, there is a supervisory authority and regulatory institute. I do not think that our country can lag behind” (Greek Parliament, 2003b, p. 1117).   
The two eminent members’ speeches in the parliamentary committee reveals that whilst the intention of the state to intervene was welcomed by representatives of the multinational audit firms who probably thought that this would weaken the institutionalised influence of local accountants on SOEL’s central mechanisms, it constituted a serious external threat for local accountants’ leading elite whose sectional interests aligned with the consolidation of the self-supervised organization of SOEL.
However, it is important to note that, although their antithetical views and interests, SOEL’s professional elites had, in practice, established an arrangement which provided a semblance of normality and tranquillity at high level professional politics: “in SOEL’s elections (for the members of the Supervisory Council) since 1993 SOL SA (local accountants’ firm) typically elected four members, two members were elected by the big 4 firms and one member was elected by a smaller audit firm. This has apparently been the result of arrangements between SOL SA and key audit firms to appropriately direct the voting behaviour of their members” (Caramanis et al. 2010, p. 25, parenthesis added). SOEL’s archival material and in particular the official minutes on the elections of the members of the Supervisory Council elections verify that this truce remained a main feature of the institute’s recent political history at the higher level politics (SOEL, 2000; SOEL, 2003; SOEL, 2006; SOEL, 2009). It appears that it was this arrangement at the highest level of SOEL’s hierarchy that made it possible for important decisions to be made such as the activation of a website. 
5. The construction of the website
In a period when SOEL was tarnished by the intensified inter-professional division of views and attitudes towards its organizational and operational mode, SOEL’s Supervisory Council decided that the construction of a website was a necessity as it would be an effective means of communication between the institutions of the profession, the membership and interested third parties (Liolios, 2011). They asked the person responsible for networking
 to submit plans for its structure and appearance. The aim was to build a website: “as simple as possible and user friendly, because the majority of members were not familiar with technology and had developed very conservative professional attitudes towards new means of communication” (Liolios, 2011).  It took four and half months for the website to be prepared and its operation commenced in the mid 2002. The website was aimed at providing “information to the profession’s members, auditees and other customers and, finally, those interested in entering the profession” (Liolios, 2011). It would also provide a description of the legislative framework, organization, operation and history of the profession. According to the head of the networking department, in the first year of its operation, both the English and the Greek site were regularly updated mainly with changes in legislation, however, from 2003 little effort was made to renew them. 
In terms of content, the two versions of SOEL’s website substantially differed. The English version contained limited information as it only comprised two active links: “The I.C.P.A. in Greece” and “Information and Communication” and three inactive: “Council, Management and Staff”, “Number of Members” and “Registration Requirements for E.U. citizens” (SOEL, 2011a, p. 1). The active links merely provided a two-page information on “the structure of SOEL”, “member acceptance and registration with SOEL”, “the task of a certified public accountant”, “professional recognition”, “auditing performance”, “verification of CPA’s qualification”, “maintenance of qualitative auditing performance” (SOEL, 2011a, pp. 2, 3). It appears that particular emphasis was placed on exhibiting SOEL’s professional features, the effectiveness of the supervising role of the main organs, and the regulatory framework and standards of practice established. Hence, firstly, within this two-page website, the use of the term profession/professional was used fourteen times. Accounting and auditing were referred to as professional activities and the institute as a profession. Interestingly, although tax or supervisory services were provided by SOEL, there were no references to such terms as they could undermine SOEL’s professional attributes and create the impression of a commercialised organization. Secondly, attention was drawn on illuminating the role of the various committees in relation to professional conduct: “The Scientific Board (SB) of SOEL carries out the quality control over the performance of all CPAs, where as disciplinary action is taken by the Disciplinary Board (DB) of SOEL” (SOEL, 2011a, p. 2). Thirdly, the website incorporated direct quotations from the relevant legislation to prescribe a very professional context within which auditing was practiced:
“according to article #226/1992, the CPA profession is considered incompatible with other professions such as that of a merchant, a civil servant, a public entity servant, a lawyer or a public notary. In the incompatible professions are also included all other forms of payable service in the private sector, in other legal entities or organizations, as well as the participation in the decision-making of any Societe Anonyme or Limited Liability Company as a member of the Board of Directors, except of course for the auditing firms they work with. Keeping books of accounts for any enterprise is also considered incompatible with the auditing profession... According to article #7 of #623/18.4.1997 PROFESSIONAL ETHICS REGULATION of SOEL members, … an auditor or audit firm should not advertise or project his professional services or his name or title in a way degrading the audit profession, as established and practiced in Greece, or raise doubts about the professional efficiency of other Auditors or audit firms… The professional recognition of CPAs is conducted by the SC of SOEL according to the PD #226/1992, which is in complete accordance and harmonization with the directive #48/89 of the former EEC.” (SOEL, 2011a, pp. 2, 3)
Fourthly, certain references appeared to refer to the mechanisms established which were argued to secure and maintain professional behaviour and high standards of practice:

“The continuous verification of the qualification of CPAs is achieved through the quality control over the performance of all CPAs, carried out by the SB of SOEL, as well as through the education and training held by the IESOEL (the training institution)... The task of the SB (Scientific Board) to carry out quality control over the performance of all CPAs, is supplemented with the activity of the DB (Disciplinary Board) which, during the last years, has imposed severe penalties of six months to complete cessation from the profession, to auditors who do not perform their duties accordingly” (SOEL, 2011a, p. 3, parenthesis added).

However, there was no specific reference to the number of cases and the specific punishments imposed allowing for a general impression of a well-functioning professional organization to emerge. This general understanding was further facilitated by the vague phrase: “during the last years” (SOEL, 2011a, p. 3). 

Although the Greek version was different in terms of volume of information and content, it also sought to project the image of a sufficiently self-supervised organization. The bulk of information was devoted to describing the compliance and disciplinary processes at work. For instance, it was underscored that the most powerful organ of the profession, the Supervisory Council supervised the work conducted by auditors and controlled whether they complied with the regulatory framework and professional codes of ethics. It was also made clear that the construction and revision of the codes of professional ethics lied within the duties of this board (SOEL, 2011b, p. 48). The Supervisory Council was assisted by the Scientific Council and the Disciplinary Council. The former was responsible for exercising quality control inspections on the work conducted by auditors whereas the latter dealt with deviant behaviour reported by the aforementioned organs, third parties and other professionals. It should be underlined that article 20 of the Presidential Decree 226/1992 was quoted in full detail (SOEL, 2011b, p. 50) which analytically described how disciplinary control had to be exercised before 2003. Moreover, there was a section devoted to describing the content and form of the document for reporting disciplinary deviations and prescribing the investigation process, the action following the investigation process, the plea process, the conditions under which members of the disciplinary council should be exempt and the processes to reach disciplinary decisions and punishments (SOEL, 2011b, p. 50). 

The aforementioned content still remains accessible, at the time of writing this paper in 2012 (at http://www.soel.gr/), as it has not been updated since 2003
. Hence, the information provided by the English and Greek versions is currently anachronistic and thereby, inaccurate. For instance, the English version misinforms that SOEL is still self-supervised and there is no mention to the establishment of ELTE
, the independent supervisory authority, which has been a fundamental organizational reform
. The website information on “maintenance of qualitative auditing performance’ is also out of date and in a sense misleading as, according to the current Law 3148/2003, quality inspections and disciplinary processes are conducted by ELTE. Similarly on the Greek version, in the section titled “Current legislative framework” (Ισχύουσα Νομοθεσία), the Laws and Presidential Decrees which prescribe the regulatory framework of the profession are analytically presented until 2001. There is no information from that time onwards as the update is abruptly ceased (SOEL, 2011b, pp. 47-48). Interestingly, according to the website, the most recent decision of the Supervisory Council of the profession appears to be the Γ25/7 taken on the 26 October 2000 which appointed the, then, members of the International Relations Committee (SOEL, 2011b, p. 25). Moreover, there is an advertisement for a conference which appears to have been organised on Monday 22 April 2002. The program is presented in detail (SOEL, 2011b, p. 24) and the profession still invites people interested to fill in the application form which, however, is inactive.
It should be noted that the head of the networking department mentioned that from 2003 onwards there was actually limited interest in updating the content of the website. Thus, subsequent efforts, firstly, to create a forum for practitioners and, secondly, to modernise the website (Liolios, 2011) remained incomplete. The former attempt took place in 2004. The initial purpose was to facilitate and increase membership communication on technical issues through the creation of a forum for members (Liolios, 2011). However, “the interest in the forum was gradually weakened as the thematic was very poor and limited due to that most experienced professionals did not participate in or show any intention of contributing to the discussions” (Liolios, 2011). In 2007, the forum was inevitably deactivated. During the same year, there was an attempt to build a “modern” website as the one constructed in 2002 appeared to be “dysfunctional, anachronistic and old fashioned” (Liolios, 2011). The department initially focused on the construction of the Greek version. Whilst a considerable part of the Greek version of the new website was almost completed in a few months’ time, it was never finished and has remained inactive. An English version was never built. Interestingly, this incomplete website is, at the time of writing this paper, still accessible at http://www1.soel.gr/ (SOEL, 2011c). Thus, the one constructed in 2002 which contains anachronistic and misleading information about the organization and operation of the institution of accountancy in Greece remains the active website of SOEL. 
The analysis of the empirics gives rise to two important questions: firstly, what the primary objective for constructing the website has been and, secondly, why limited resources were devoted to updating it and improving it. The theoretical framework developed and the background sketched in the first sections could assist in shedding light upon these questions.
6. Prioritising sectional interests?
The website appears to be a mechanism devised by SOEL’s leading elite, the local accountants’ representatives, who aimed at protecting their sectional interests. Based on the voting power and the appointment arrangements they had agreed on with the rival group, they, inter alia, controlled the most powerful organ of SOEL, the Supervisory Council, which decided over the construction of the website at a time when the institute underwent a serious credibility crisis and the state had announced plans for major organizational reforms. Through the establishment of the website, they sought to project the image of a well functioning self-supervised body whose operation had effectively been controlled by strict disciplinary, compliance and quality control mechanisms. This was an integral part of an intensified public relations effort which aimed at influencing broader perceptions with regard to the role and operation of the self-supervised body (Dedoulis, 2006). By defending the then existing status quo, SOEL’s leading elite sought to protect the institutional structures which enabled them to exercise control over the supervisory, disciplinary and quality control mechanisms of the association. 
However, although the modus operandi between the leading elite and the representatives of the multinational audit firms made it possible for local accountant’s representatives to prioritise their self-interests and employ such devices, it did not secure the consensus necessary for such projects to become liveable and successful in the long run. The declining interest in updating SOEL’s website and the abortive subsequent efforts to activate a forum for members and modernise it could be attributed to the fact that the project was inextricably associated with the sectional interests of a particular segment of the membership at a particular point of time. It should be noted that although the interest in SOEL’s website faded away in the aftermath of the structural reforms which took place in 2003 and deprived the institute of its self-supervisory status, the local and multinational firms have created modernised and updated websites
. 
Interestingly, when members of the Supervisory council of SOEL
 were asked to be interviewed about SOEL’s website they kindly denied on the basis that it is not updated due to the complexity and continuous changes in the regulatory framework. Most of them underlined that audit firms have their own modern websites creating the impression that the institute’s website is not their priority or of importance. Their reluctance, however, indicates that the institute’s website has indeed been a thorny issue in the tense history of SOEL. 
7. Summary and Discussion

By focusing on the recent history of the institution of accountancy in Greece, this paper has intended to shed light upon certain aspects of the complex professionalization process. It draws attention to the ceaseless striving of vocal and influential accountants to project the image of a homogenous, sufficiently self-supervised organization by taking advantage of technological advancements and employing modern methods and tactics. It was demonstrated that the professional website constituted a primary device through which the professional elite sought to influence broader perceptions by promoting accountants’ traditional self-image. Selected characteristics, such as efficiency of the compliance and disciplinary processes, quality control mechanisms and ethics were emphasized. The effort was also directed towards dissociating SOEL from any negative connotations deriving from the use of terms such as consultancy and tax services and clients’ interests. Such references could consolidate the perception of a commercialized accountancy body (Hanlon, 1994) an impression already disseminated by the early 2000s corporate debacles on a global scale.
However, although it was a meticulously designed attempt which appeared to be on behalf of the institute as a whole, this paper draws attention to the fragmented nature of the membership and the divisions which cut across the professional spectrum up to the higher level politics. Legitimation strategies, inter alia the construction of the website, were demonstrated to be the product of the influential leading elite which was in position to organise, articulate and secure sectional interests and, thereby, reproduce power relations to the detriment of other rival inter-professional groups. Although narrow in its focus, the implication of this analysis is important for academics, practitioners and other interested parties. Websites constructed and used by the professional elites worldwide should not be merely seen as a means of delivering information about accounting trends, regulations and services and facilitating communication with the membership and clients but rather as signaling vehicles through which carefully selected characteristics and features of the organization are projected. Technological advancements allow eminent members to define and redefine the contours of their organization’s image more effectively, constantly and timely than ever before taking advantage of the phenomenal popularity of the web and in this way to reproduce structures that serve their self-interests. Future research could expand these understandings and potentially illuminate the role of audit firm’s websites in shaping accountants’ modern iconography through which, as Cooper and Robson (2006, p. 436) suggest, “the identity not just of accountants, but also the way economic and social life is to be conceived, managed and changed”.
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� Firstly, the authors located the Greek language version of the website (at � HYPERLINK "http://www.soel.gr" �http://www.soel.gr�). From prior experience the authors were aware of the existence of an English version of the website, but this could not be easily located through the links contained on the Greek version. Therefore, direct contact with the person responsible was necessary for constructing this site (through SOEL) to assist in its location. The authors were subsequently informed of the presence of a small hidden symbol barely visible to the naked eye behind the header of the welcome page on the left hand side. This provided a link to the translated English version of the site.


� Carnegie and Napier (2010) provide interesting insights into the Stereotype theory and the mechanisms through which they develop.


� The term ‘signalling vehicle’ has initially been used by Raar (2009), though in a different context.


� Members of the institute may be employed in the industry, local government, central government, state industries, and public practices.


� The term refers to the “representatives and/or spokespersons” of influential “accounting firms who take it upon themselves to assert and defend the authority and independence of accountancy practices in general and the prevailing regulatory arrangements in particular” (Sikka and Willmott 1995, 50).


� SOL is the acronym for the “Body of Sworn-in Accountants”- in Greek: Σώμα Ορκωτών Λογιστών-ΣΟΛ.


� SOEL stands for the “Body of Sworn-in Auditors Accountants” – in Greek: Σώμα Ορκωτών Ελεγκτών Λογιστών – ΣΟEΛ). 


� The reform has, inter alia, been interpreted as the direct outcome of the European Union influences and pressures (Caramanis et. al, 2010).


� The acronym ELTE stands for “Accounting Standardization and Control Committee”- in Greek: Επιτροπή Λογιστικής Τυποποίησης και Ελέγχου-ΕΛΤΕ.


� Although the Enron episode took place in the US, it “could be perceived as a threat to the survival not only of the remaining “Big Four” accounting firms but also of professional accounting bodies in general” (Carnegie and Napier, 2010, p. 362).


� On a global level, it was realised that the �system needed fixing. Carnegie and Napier (2010, p. 373) argue that “by means of the passage of the Sarbanes–Oxley Act (with the establishment of the PCAOB) and similar reforms in other countries, such as The Corporate Law Economic Reform Program (Audit Reform and Corporate Disclosure) Act 2004 (also known as CLERP 9) in Australia, governments began to exert more control over the activities of accountants than hitherto, with intended positive implications for restoring trust in accounting and auditing.”


� Previous studies underline that the institution of accountancy has been tarnished by major inter-professional antagonisms (Caramanis, 2002; Caramanis, 2005; Dedoulis 2006). The conflict between members of influential local and multinational audit firms, which is rooted in the early 1960s, developed into a major division which polarised interests, views and attitudes within the institute. Caramanis (1996; 2002; 2005) has demonstrated that local and multinational firms clashed, inter alia, over the monopolization of niches within the Greek economy to secure their competitive sectional interests.


� This group has remained in the lead of SOEL for the last two decades.


� In 1992, a limited number of local accountants had created their own small audit firms or had been recruited by multinational audit firms. These professionals were also supporters of change in the professional organization in the early 2000s. 


� At that time it was just one person responsible for the constructing and maintaining the networking and it was in the med 2000s when a small department was informally set up incorporating two more employees. Thus, the networking department comprised the head and two experts.


� The only link which seems to be regularly updated is the “Announcements” (Ανακοινώσεις) (SOEL, 2011b, p. 45) on the Greek version which informs the membership about social events, seminars, and especially trainees for courses, exams and results. 


� It is specifically stated that the profession “operates under the provisions of the Presidential Degree # 226/1992 which was issued according to law # 1969/1991” (SOEL, 2011b, p. 2)


� Moreover, the information provided with regard to the member acceptance and registration processes is not correct. It is mentioned that any person who holds a degree in economics can register with the profession. Furthermore, to become a chartered accountant one must succeed in all professional exams which are organised and run by the profession and must have an eight year professional experience in various ranks. However, the Law 2693 enacted in 2008 (Government Gazette, 2008) has introduced significant changes. For instance, new members are not required to hold a university degree as long as they attend or have attended a university course without graduating (article 6, Law 2693). Article 10, then, prescribes that those who enter the profession holding a university degree can become Chartered Accountants in three years provided that they have passed the professional exams required whilst those who do not possess a university degree need 6 years in total. Furthermore, article 7 prescribes that professional exams are supervised and controlled by the independent oversight board, ELTE. With regard to Professional Recognition, Auditing Performance and Verification of CPA’s qualification, these processes do not lie within the responsibilities of the profession, as mentioned on the website, but they have been taken over by ELTE since 2003 (Government Gazette, 2003; 2008).


� For instance see: � HYPERLINK "http://www.solae.gr/" �http://www.solae.gr/� ; � HYPERLINK "http://www.kpmg.com/gr/el/Pages/Default.aspx" �http://www.kpmg.com/gr/el/Pages/Default.aspx�; � HYPERLINK "http://www.deloitte.com/gr/view/en_GR/gr/index.htm" �http://www.deloitte.com/gr/view/en_GR/gr/index.htm�; � HYPERLINK "http://www.ey.com/GR/EN" �http://www.ey.com/GR/EN�;  � HYPERLINK "http://www.pwc.com/gr/en" �http://www.pwc.com/gr/en�. 


� Three of them (including the chairman) were local accountants’ representatives and two representatives of the multinational audit firms.
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