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0.1 MARGINAL COSTING AS A COSTING

SYSTEM

This book,1 on the current state of standard costing,
focuses on the methodology of Marginal Costing. Mar-
ginal Costing1B is a type of flexible standard costing
that separates fixed costs from proportional costs in rela-
tion to the output quantity of the objects.2 In particular,
Marginal Costing is a comprehensive and sophisticated
method of planning and monitoring costs based on
resource drivers. Selecting the resource drivers and sep-
arating the costs into fixed and proportional compo-
nents ensures that cost fluctuations caused by changes
in operating levels, as defined by marginal analysis, are
accurately predicted as changes in authorized costs2B

and incorporated into variance analysis.
This form of internal management accounting has

become widely accepted in business practice3 over the

last 50 years. During this time, however, the demands
placed on costing systems by cost management require-
ments have changed radically. For this reason, we first
need to look at how Marginal Costing is currently inte-
grated into management accounting.

0.2 THE TRANSFORMATION OF

MANAGEMENT ACCOUNTING

Cost management concepts in management theory can
be divided into two groups: management concepts that sup-
port profitability objectives and meta-management concepts
based on universal objectives; in both cases the task of
coordination takes on central importance.4 In the first
group, the focus is on results and on specific aspects of
the management system.5 Here management account-
ing comprises result- and value-oriented planning and
monitoring as a meta-management function, as well as
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coordinating the information supply system. This
approach focuses on more than just short-term prof-
itability, for it includes corporate value or shareholder
value as long-term management accounting objectives.
Through meta-management concepts6—the second
group—management accounting supports company
management in planning and monitoring company
activities but without replacing the coordination respon-
sibilities of company management. Management
accounting supports this coordination function both by
establishing suitable coordination structures and
processes in the planning and control system (system-
centric coordination) and by furthering the diffusion of
information (system-integration coordination).7

Management accounting in practice has undergone
great changes in the recent past. Management accoun-
tants increasingly see themselves in a proactive role,
participating in the strategic decision-making process at
an early stage. In contrast, routine operational manage-
ment accounting activities are losing their significance.
Furthermore, management accounting tasks are no
longer perceived as the exclusive domain of central cor-
porate departments. Instead, management accounting is
increasingly being incorporated into decentralized busi-
ness processes.8

In many companies, production costing has lost its
dominant position as the main application of cost
accounting tools. This is partly because of the increas-
ing levels of computer-controlled automation in modern
production facilities, which mean fewer variances and
consequently a loss of relevance for measuring costs
based on plan-authorized-actual comparisons. Another
factor is the increasing significance of outsourcing
resulting from integration in more holistic value net-
works, which is lowering the relative significance of
individual companies’ production processes for cost
control.9 The inflexibility of highly sophisticated cost
accounting structures tends to hamper the ability of the
production organization and production control to adjust
to these/such new situations. While the classical appli-
cation of management accounting in manufacturing is
losing its relevance, the services sector in general and
the indirect areas of conventional manufacturing com-
panies still harbor significant potential for expansion.

0.3 MARGINAL COSTING AS A

MANAGEMENT ACCOUNTING TOOL

1. Marginal Costing10 is clearly the core aspect of tradi-
tional management accounting.3 Some of the classical
applications of management accounting, however, have
begun to lose their significance. The question thus aris-
es: What is the current role of Marginal Costing in mod-
ern management accounting?

2. Businesses today frequently voice their disapproval
of the traditional cost accounting approaches. At the
beginning of the 1990s, these criticisms were taken up
by researchers involved with the applications of cost
accounting concepts.11 The main thrust of the dissatis-
faction with conventional cost accounting methods is
that they are too highly developed and too complex,
and furthermore are no longer needed in their current
form since other tools are now available.12 Calls for
increased use of cost management tools, investment
analyses, and value-based tool concepts are frequently
associated with criticism of the functionality of current
cost accounting approaches as management tools.13

This line of criticism sees little relevance in traditional
cost accounting tasks such as monitoring the economic
production process or assigning the costs of internal
activities. At their current level of detail, such tasks are
neither necessary14 nor does their perceived pseudo
accuracy further the goals of management. 

The viewpoint of the present author is that cost
accounting has by no means lost its right to exist, for it
is an easily overlooked fact that the data structure
required by the new tools is already present in tradi-
tional cost accounting.

3. To assess the present-day value of Marginal Cost-
ing, the changes occurring in the business world must
be analyzed more closely. We need first to look at how
the purposes of cost accounting15 are shifting before we
can determine its significance.

First, cost planning takes precedence over cost con-
trol. The effort involved in planning and monitoring
costs is increasingly being seen as excessive. The
charge levied against traditional cost accounting—that
its complex cost allocations merely generate a kind of
pseudo precision—lends further credence to this assess-
ment. An alternative increasingly being called for is to
control costs through direct activity/process information
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(quantities, times, quality) for cost management at local,
decentralized levels instead of relying on delayed and
distorted cost data. In particular, empirical U.S. research
on appropriate variables for performance measurement,
in the context of continuous improvement and modern
managerial concepts, is based on this view.16 The need
for exact cost planning for profitability management is
thus touched on ex ante.

Second, cost accounting must be employed as a tool
for cost control at an early stage. The relative signifi-
cance of traditional cost accounting as a management
accounting tool will decline as it is applied mainly to
fields where costs cannot be heavily influenced. More
significant than influencing the current costs of produc-
tion with cost center controlling and authorized-actual
comparisons of the cost of goods manufactured is timely
and market-based authorized cost management. The
greatest scope for influencing costs is at the early prod-
uct development phase and when setting up the pro-
duction processes. At the same time, this is the stage
where cost information is most urgently needed since
the time and quantity standards as defined by Bills of
Materials (BOMs) and production routings are still lack-
ing. This requires different methods of cost planning
than those normally provided by Marginal Costing.

Third, the behavioral effect of cost information is
starting to be recognized. There is a strong current of
accounting research in the U.S. that takes human psy-
chological factors into consideration.17 This is resulting
in an extension of cost theory beyond its pure microeco-
nomic basis.18 Results of theoretical and empirical
research based, for example, on the principal-agent the-
ory indicate that knowledge of the “relevant” costs does
not always lead to the optimization of overall enterprise
profitability. Hence, the perspective that formed the
basis for the absorption costing issue19 has changed.
Theories according to which cost allocations can contain
information and increase the efficiency of the use of
available capacity, or where future allocations can influ-
ence ex-ante decisions, require empirical research.20

4. The shift in the purposes of cost accounting is
being accompanied by a shift in the main applications
of standard costing. Costing solutions for market-
oriented profitability management and life-cycle-based
planning and monitoring should be developed further.

They should be implemented both in indirect areas and
at the corporate level. In addition, cost accounting must
be integrated into performance measurement.

Competitive dynamics are giving rise to an increasing
differentiation of market-based profitability control-
ling.21 This applies to the management of the prof-
itability of products and product lines, as well as
distribution channels and increasingly customers, cus-
tomer groups, and markets. The information required
for this purpose can only be supplied by multilevel and
multidimensional marketing segment accounting based
on contribution margin accounting.

Long-term cost planning based on the idea of life-
cycle costing is gaining in prominence compared with
short-term standard costing. Product decisions are
increasingly based on more than just the cost of goods
manufactured and sales costs and now tend to include
pre-production costs (such as development costs) and
phasing-out costs (such as disposal costs). Product deci-
sions are viewed strategically. Whether or not a product
is successful is determined by the amortization of its
overall cost. Furthermore, the cost and revenue trend
forecasts should be more dynamic to support the life-
cycle pricing policy. This shift in cost and revenue plan-
ning is moving cost and revenue accounting in the
direction of investment-related calculations.

As management accounting is increasingly applied to
the growing share of the costs of indirect areas, the tool
requirements increase.22 After J. G. Miller’s and T. E.
Vollmann’s discovery of the “hidden factory” as an area
whose costs are neglected by conventional production
costing in the U.S.,23 it was only a small step to the
identification of the lost relevance of conventional cost
accounting by H. T. Johnson and R. S. Kaplan24 and
their call to develop accounting systems separated into
“process control, product costing, and financial report-
ing,” which eventually led to activity-based costing.25

Improving the cost transparency of indirect activity
areas through Marginal Costing requires a thorough
understanding of the output processes. Analysis fre-
quently shows that even many support activities have a
wide range of repetitive processes for which planning
and cost allocation using drivers is worthwhile, provid-
ing the cost-volume is large enough. For this purpose,
the different operations in the cost centers must be
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identified, for which resource consumption is then
planned and tracked. The number of these operations
is used as the driver.26 This process of costing opera-
tions using proportional costs competes with the
attempt to achieve better cost transparency in indirect
areas with process costing27 tools to also improve the
planning and control of costs that were previously bud-
geted only as a lump sum. 

Industrial production and marketing are increasingly
being handled by groups of affiliated companies. To
plan and monitor the costs of these activities calls for
the establishment of independent group cost account-
ing.28 This necessity results mainly from the require-
ments of inventory valuation, the costing basis of
transfer prices, and to further the consistency of corpo-
rate cost accounting. Group cost accounting leads to the
definition of independent group cost categories.29 Mar-
ginal Costing and its tools have been developed for
individual companies and are the suitable platform for
this expansion.

Performance measures are gaining increasing promi-
nence in decentralized management accounting. Stan-
dard U.S. management books devote a great deal of
space to performance measurement in the broad sense
of the word.30 The concept is broad for the reason that
performance measurement is accompanied by the pro-
vision of decision-support information, the management
of business units, and the use of incentive systems.
Using modeling and empirical research, the exponents
of this area are developing the idea that monetary fac-
tors are not the only possible components of perfor-
mance measurement.31

Since the 1980s there has been a growing conscious-
ness of the significance of continuously improving the
performance capabilities of the company, resulting in
the increased importance of nonmonetary indicators.32

The recent literature on performance measurement has
focused on problems in the following areas:
◆ The usability of performance information for 

managers,33

◆ The assessment of teamwork,34

◆ The motivational effects35 of performance 
measurement,

◆ The strategic dimension.36

The tenor of the recent investigations into perfor-

mance measurement reflects the general criticism of
management accounting voiced by Johnson and Kaplan
in Relevance Lost.37 It was recognized that short-term
accounting information is insufficient to evaluate and
control company activities effectively. In particular, it
was acknowledged that the use of standard costs does
not adequately take performance improvements into
consideration.38 Moreover, the conventional allocation
approach based on the operating rate encourages high
utilization of capacity at any cost,39 underestimates the
problem of increasing numbers of variants,40 uses the
wrong overhead allocation base, and fails to appreciate
interdepartmental interrelationships.41,42

While top management benefits most from financial
success indicators that it examines in monthly or longer
intervals and that can consist of multidimensional
aggregate figures, lower management must necessarily
be concerned mainly with nonfinancial, operational, and
very short-term data at the day or shift level.43 In con-
crete terms, measures in the categories of time, quanti-
ty, and quality—such as equipment downtime, lead
time, response time, degree of utilization (ratio of actual
output quantity to planned output quantity), sales
orders, and error rate—are becoming increasingly signif-
icant for controlling business processes.44

In the strategic dimension, the Balanced Scorecard
developed by Kaplan and Norton—which links finan-
cial and nonfinancial indicators from different strategi-
cally relevant perspectives including cause-effect
chains—is the main proposal under consideration for
performance measurement.45 The Balanced Scorecard
links strategic contingencies to financial measures,
incorporates success factors of the future, and explicitly
includes monetary and nonmonetary parameters.46 The
Balanced Scorecard therefore provides a framework for
systematic mapping and control of the critical success
factors for an enterprise. A Balanced Scorecard is a sys-
tem that defines objectives, measures, targets, and ini-
tiatives for each of the four perspectives47 of financial,
customer, internal business process, and learning and growth.
Further analyses and experience in measuring perfor-
mance can enable identification and assessment of
cause-effect relationships within the four perspectives
(such as the effect of delivery time on customer satis-
faction) and between the perspectives (such as the
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effect of customer satisfaction on profitability). The
knowledge so gained may eventually lead to a reformu-
lation of strategy.

In the context of comprehensive performance mea-
surement, even short-term costs and financial results
can serve as control instruments for strategic enterprise
management, such as a lower authorized cost of goods
manufactured as a benchmark. Concrete planned costs
and planned results must be rigorously derived from
higher-level target factors so that specific requirements
can be derived in turn when they are broken down into
smaller organizational units for the time and quantity
standards.

0.4 RELATIONSHIP OF MARGINAL COSTING

TO RIEBEL’S DIRECT COSTING AND

CONTRIBUTION MARGIN ACCOUNTING

1. The dispute that raged in the 1960s and 1970s
between the proponents of Marginal Costing on the
one hand and Riebel’s Direct Costing and Contribution
Margin Accounting on the other has since been settled.
The objection raised against the direct cost approach—
that it is infeasible in practice because the required data
structures would be too complex—has been solved by
modern database technologies. The proponents of
direct costing and contribution margin accounting are
no longer so adamant about avoiding all costing
approaches that go beyond simply assigning relative
direct costs to reference objects.48 In addition to the
dominance of production-based Marginal Costing, mul-
tilevel and multidimensional contribution margin
accounting approaches have, in fact, become accepted
in practice, particularly for profitability and sales
accounting.3 In these approaches, however, cost assign-
ments to a wide variety of profitability segments are
supplemented by assignment methods such as driver-
based costing or Process Costing/ABC, methods which,
in principle, are unrelated to direct costing and contri-
bution margin accounting. Thus accounting methods
are merging.

2. In addition to the profitability of products, of
increasing significance is the differentiation of customer
profit margins resulting from different revenues and
costs due to differing distribution channels and service
requirements.49 The satisfaction of key account man-

agement requirements, in particular, dictates the calcu-
lation of these margins.50

Also along these lines are proposals in the literature
for integrating alternative cost assignments to include
overhead costs as contribution amounts for pricing pur-
poses on the basis of contribution margin accounting.51

Although controversial,52 the combination of contribu-
tion analysis and the allocation methods of Process
Costing/ABC have begun to be practiced53 in profitabil-
ity and sales accounting.

0.5 RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN MARGINAL

COSTING AND PROCESS COSTING/ABC

1. Process Costing/ABC has often been contrasted with
standard costing and contribution margin accounting.3

The verdict depends on whether Process Costing/ABC
is viewed from the angle of absorption costing or vari-
able costing.54 For this reason, an objective appraisal of
Process Costing/ABC must take into account the objec-
tive it aims to fulfill.55 Below, Process Costing/ABC is
analyzed with respect to its objectives and procedure,
the use of cost drivers, the cost categories, and the
meaningfulness of its results.

2. Process Costing/ABC is characterized by specific
objectives and a special procedure. Its origins in the
United States as activity-based costing were prompted
by the declining proportion of costs driven by volume,
which motivated companies to search for other cost
drivers.56 The German adoption is likewise explained
by the increase in fixed costs.57 The objectives of
Process Costing/ABC can be divided into the areas of
costing and cost management. Process Costing/ABC is
not more capable of transforming fixed overhead into
variable direct costs than any other method. On the
contrary, allocating these costs leads to full absorption
costing and all its attendant dangers. The assignment 
of costs to cost drivers for cost management purposes
appears less problematic and is geared more to the view
of long-term influence. A distinction must be made
here between the contributions of process analysis
(which precedes implementation of Process
Costing/ABC) and operational Process Costing/ABC
based on optimized process structures.

Process Costing/ABC is useful mainly in the analysis
phase by indicating starting points for process optimiza-
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tion, which makes it an organizational tool.58 This
enables enhanced resource allocation.

Operational Process Costing/ABC affects cost policies
due to the following factors:
◆ Increased opportunities for control in areas previous-

ly managed on the basis of aggregate costs,
◆ Representation of cost drivers with effects on 

multiple cost centers,59

◆ Determination of the costs of nonvalue-adding
processes,

◆ Transparency of long-term cost-influencing 
relationships,

◆ Creation of cost pressures and the establishment of
supply-demand relationships for internal support
activities (process costing only),

◆ Costing support for management of target costing.
Cost information is needed in the early phases of

product development when neither the facilities nor
the capacity of the cost centers is known. Under such
conditions, information on the cost effects of product
attributes that have not been finalized, and consequent-
ly the requirements for activity output, can only be
gained through process standards which are valued.

Process Costing/ABC consists of the following
steps:59B

◆ Analysis of the range of activities performed by the
company’s departments,

◆ Identification of cost drivers,
◆ Structuring of main processes and subprocesses,
◆ Entry (and planning) of process quantities,
◆ Definition of process rates/prices,
◆ Costing the cost objects based on process utilization.

3. Marginal Costing is based on the use of resource
drivers for cost planning, cost control and analysis, and
cost assignment.60 To meet this requirement, only one
resource driver per cost center is usually insufficient.
Instead, a stronger differentiation of the cost centers
and/or multiple resource pools is frequently necessary.
This ensures that the main goal of Marginal Costing—
monitoring efficiency with an emphasis on proportional
resource consumption—can be optimally achieved by
the cost centers. Within a consistent Marginal Costing
system, however, the scope of these drivers may be
inhibitive. Especially for support activities, the use of
indirect (value-based) drivers is often the only alterna-

tive. As a result, increased demand for Marginal Costing
in service areas and support activities61 with high fixed
costs would usually be accompanied by an unavoidable
undermining of the marginal principle as a cost assign-
ment method—unless one has no interest in explaining
the low proportions of costs that depend on the level of
output in these areas. In practice, the price often paid
for this theoretical restriction is a broad, pragmatic inter-
pretation of the variability/proportionality of costs and a
liberal application of the scope of the resource drivers in
indirect activity areas. This usually forces further devel-
opment of resource-driver-based assignments.

More or less as an alternative, adherents of Process
Costing/ABC argue for acceptance of a different inter-
pretation of cost assignment that will be discussed in
more detail below. This implies that the Process
Costing/ABC methodology in accounting in general has
a supplementary function to cost management and
should not necessarily be incorporated into the results
of financial accounting. On the other hand, the method-
ology of Process Costing/ABC influences modern stan-
dard costing in that the results of process analysis lead
to an even greater focus on activities in cost account-
ing.62 Process analysis thus also identifies processes and
cost drivers that enable improvements in planning, allo-
cation, and cost control for variable costs that were not
previously captured by the cost accounting system. In
addition, the activity relationships revealed by process
analysis corroborate the explanation of variances and
particularly their association with multiple cost centers.
In this sense, then, the relationship between Marginal
Costing and Process Costing/ABC as cost allocation
models is not only one of competition but also comple-
mentary.

Compared with extending the application of cost
assignment to support activities using resource drivers
as in Marginal Costing, which is achieved mainly by
moving away from the use of purely time-based
allocation bases,63 a closer look at the use of Process
Costing/ABC tools reveals additional methodological
differences. These differences include a different defin-
ition of output measures in the form of process/activity
cost drivers that are not necessarily volume-based and
different cost categories compared to Marginal Costing.

The concept of ABC cost drivers can be understood
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as “a measure or measures of the cause of costs, or more
precisely of the usage of resources, as well as a measure
or measures of output.”64 The cost drivers therefore
have a specified relationship to resource usage (in
hours, for example) and to the activity quantity. This
definition makes a valuable point by calling into ques-
tion the approach of treating the cause of costs as the
sole cost allocation principle. The cost drivers are only
partially dependent on the volume, which means that
other cost determinants could be identified and valuat-
ed as well. ABC literature groups cost drivers into dif-
ferent categories. For example:
◆ Volume-dependent and volume-independent cost

drivers (R. Cooper),65

◆ Process factors that depend on volume, complexity,
and efficiency (G. Foster),66

◆ Process-dependent, complexity-dependent, and
order-specific cost drivers (A. Renner).67

In Process Costing/ABC, the processes are essentially
an additional level between cost center accounting and
job order cost accounting in Marginal Costing. The
German version of Process Costing/ABC as defined by
P. Horváth and R. Mayer takes the additional step of
grouping together the subprocesses from the cost cen-
ters into main processes. An important innovation of
process costing is thus its systematization and structur-
ing of the activity network.

In the United States, grouping subprocesses into
main processes is not a particularly important concern
because U.S. companies do not have such a differentiat-
ed cost center structure. The identification of cost dri-
vers is not bound to the rigors of sophisticated
driver-based accounting (such as Marginal Costing), and
process/activity cost drivers remain problematic because
the cost drivers of the main processes are not the same
as the measures of the subprocesses (e.g., different allo-
cation levels, such as the number of purchase orders for
the main process Order Material).68 The selection of
appropriate cost drivers therefore requires considerable
creativity and must be done with great care.69 The pen-
etration of different activity areas can be clarified by a
systematic approach that differentiates the various
processes.70 W. Männel’s comprehensive classification71

of processes based on their proximity to production dif-
ferentiates between production-related activities, setup

operations, planning and control processes, preliminary
activities, service activities to maintain internal capabili-
ties, and administrative activities.72

The attempt to measure the extent to which process-
es create customer benefits, and are thus value adding,
frequently provides particularly valuable information for
cost management by identifying the costs of nonvalue-
adding processes.73 This, however, should not distract
from the fact that this requires one to first define what
“value-added” entails and then analyze the value-add
of each individual process on that basis.

4. The second basic aspect of Process Costing is
defining the cost categories. These cost categories are
based on the process dependency of cost center costs,
typically using the following classification:74

◆ Output-volume-related process cost,
◆ Output-volume-neutral process cost,
◆ Costs unrelated to the process.

The division of costs in ABC can also be recognized
in this classification, although cost theory must neces-
sarily alter this division in the decision systems. By
defining a category of costs unrelated to the process,
the proponents of process costing take into account the
fact that a cost center can incur costs that have no rela-
tionship to any processes (such as the costs of backup
facilities). The output-volume-neutral process costs are
incurred for resources that are required to execute
processes but that do not vary with the number of exe-
cuted processes (such as the cost of office space).
Process costing attempts to allocate as much of the
resources consumed as possible to output-volume-
related process costs. To achieve this, subprocesses are
defined in the cost centers that at least explain the ori-
gin of the costs through the resources consumed. For
example, a typical analysis will indicate the extent to
which a process consumes personnel resources. On this
basis, personnel costs are assigned to the processes and
apportioned.

The process cost rate is usually calculated by divid-
ing the output-volume-related and the output-volume-
neutral process costs by the process driver quantity. 
It should be noted that the output-volume-related
costs, however, are neither direct costs nor variable/
proportional costs in the traditional decision-oriented
accounting sense but are based on a different cost
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assignment principle.
It should also be noted that process costing theory

does not envisage a full allocation of costs to individual
products but, rather, an assignment of costs in accor-
dance with the following different allocation levels:74B

◆ Individual product units,
◆ Orders,
◆ Particular product types,
◆ Entire departments.75

5. In any event, even P. Horváth and R. Mayer
believe that product costing should receive only the
costs of those processes “that are directly related to
material procurement, material logistics, or order plan-
ning and fulfillment.”76

The meaningfulness of Process Costing/ABC unit
product cost information is, however, frowned upon.
From the perspective of decision-based cost theory, the
overstatement of the variability of cost and the alloca-
tion of costs within Process Costing/ABC is criticized on
a number of levels:77

◆ Within the cost centers, personnel costs are distrib-
uted to the subprocesses based on the proportion of
time required (i.e., FTEs).

◆ Other costs are frequently assessed based on these
personnel costs.

◆ In process costing the output-volume-neutral process
costs are distributed proportionally to the output-
volume-related processes costs (which corresponds
to a traditional costing method of overhead cost
burdening/spreading).

◆ Process costs are allocated to the process units by
establishing process consumption ratios.

◆ The process quantities are assigned to the product
units based on ratios.
Altogether, then, the information content of unit-

based process/activity costs must be regarded critical-
ly,78 and the purposes undergirding this costing
methodology must be kept in mind.79 The proponents
of process costing regard it as valid over the long term
by speaking of “strategic costing” as reflecting the long-
term influencing ability by capturing the relationship
between products and resource usage. The example of
personnel cost assignment illustrates this point quite
clearly.80 This type of cost assignment can only be logi-
cally implemented if one accepts new cost categories or

introduces a new cost assignment principle, which we
call the principle of resource usage.81 R.S. Kaplan and
R. Cooper speak of a “model of resource usage, not
spending”82 even in the case of activity-based costing.
During the debate of absorption costing versus variable
costing, the literature early on designated the method
of assigning costs based on capacity83 as the “principle
of proportional consumption”84 and controversially dis-
cussed this approach long before the advent of Process
Costing/ABC.85

In Process Costing/ABC the cost of capacity (cost
center) is allocated to the completed or planned
processes. The justification and interpretation of cost
assignment based on capacity thus proves to be valu-
able for process costing. Allocation of fixed costs based
on the proportional utilization of capacity, as incorporat-
ed in the proposals for process costing, can only be built
on a cost-effect relationship.86 The cause-effect princi-
ple as commonly understood is thus neither justified for
Process Costing/ABC, as understood here, nor required
for its main purposes in cost management. It is surpris-
ing that there is little or no discussion of this point other
than in the quoted exceptions—even though as far back
as 1961 Schneider came to the conclusion that “there
can be no unified cost allocation principle. The only
generally applicable concept is that the accounting pur-
pose determines the allocation principle and conse-
quently the contents of accounting.”87

6. It would seem to be the logical next step to use
the activity-based cost assignments of the defined
processes for capacity planning as well. In the tradition-
al approach, capacity requirements are determined from
the required process quantities and the defined
resource usage.88 The knowledge gained is chiefly
directed at the possibilities for identifying overcapacity:
Capacity management, “with its renewed focus on idle
capacity as the key to eliminating waste in organiza-
tions, will have a significant impact on the design and
use of an activity-based management (ABM) system.”89

At a basic calculation level, the equation “cost of
activity supplied = cost of activity used + cost of unused
activity”90 is proposed. This requires a decision on the
allocation principle—that is, the question regarding the
capacity-based denominator to be used in process cost-
ing. It must be decided which capacity volume to use as
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a basis for determining the potential process volume for
apportioning the capacity costs to the individual
processes. Kaplan proposes using the planned or sched-
uled capacity (the actual capacity provided).91 Follow-
ing E. Gutenberg’s distinction between idle-capacity
cost and used-capacity cost, this enables an extension of
process costing variance analysis to include idle-capacity
analysis.92 Brühl calls for a distinction to be made here
between fixed and variable process costs and that, with
the latter, a further differentiation by resources of dif-
ferent volume-adjustment capability be undertaken in
order to provide a clear breakdown of the capacity uti-
lization variances.93 In contrast, the U.S. approach starts
from costs that do not vary directly with the operating
level and attempts to analyze the cost pool in a way that
provides useful information on the cost drivers.94 Both
this approach and Brühl’s, however, assume that only
one process per cost pool or cost center95 is possible.

The correct application of this methodology depends
on the interpretation of idle-capacity costs. If process
costing is primarily seen as a tool for measuring the
usage of resources,96 then the interpretation is much
less challenging!97 As early as 1965, W. Lücke proposed
using idle-capacity costs as a measure for capacity har-
monization and optimizing idle-capacity costs in the
case of bottlenecks to establish product mix.98

But the meaningfulness of reported idle-capacity
costs is viewed here no less critically. With an appropri-
ate design of resource-driver-based allocation, the idle
capacity can be quantified directly in time and quantity.
This also appears to be easier for management to inter-
pret. If, however, one wants to measure the costs of the
different cost center outputs (the effect of current
resources on profitability revealed by this approach is an
argument in its favor), then it would be better to report
unused capacity explicitly rather than simply allocating
it to process/activity output.

In conclusion, we have seen that process costing and
Marginal Costing are fully complementary approaches to
cost management. The use of cost allocation methodolo-
gies that go beyond those of Marginal Costing requires,
however, a new interpretation of the reported costs. This
requirement becomes even more significant the more
closely the Marginal Costing elements of an integrated
cost accounting solution adhere to the theoretical basis.

0.6 PREREQUISITES FOR EFFECTIVE AND

EFFICIENT USE OF MARGINAL COSTING

1. An empirical study in Germany found that Marginal
Costing is used by 49% of small companies, 65% of
mid-sized companies, and 61% of large companies and
that 42% of all companies use marginal costs in short-
term operational accounting.99 These results show that
Marginal Costing is being used at a higher rate than
that measured by earlier studies,100 although the study
also indicates that more than half of all companies sur-
veyed are costing with full costs at the same time and
are thus deploying Marginal Costing as a parallel cost-
ing system.101 Marginal Costing has thus retained its
dominant position in German-speaking countries, being
employed chiefly in its conventional application area of
production, and continues to have great significance as
a basic core methodology for planning and control of
costs generally. Indirect activity areas continue to be
pervaded by the Marginal Costing approach, but this is
usually accompanied by convergence with the princi-
ples of process costing. This widespread usage of Mar-
ginal Costing seems to support the conclusion that it
still effectively supports companies’ goals in practice.
The question arises, however, as to how a flexible stan-
dard costing system should be designed to ensure maxi-
mum efficiency.

2. Internationally, and particularly in the United
States, standard costing was never very highly developed.
Consequently, modern cost management—and especially
ABC—has moved toward a new cost accounting
approach as a replacement for standard costing. In the
United States, activity-based costing has often been able
to make the costs of support activities transparent for the
first time, including support activities in production.

3. In contrast, German-speaking countries had by 
the 1960s already implemented a cost accounting
approach that ensured significantly more transparency
for planning and control of costs in the different depart-
ments. The Marginal Costing approach developed by
H.G. Plaut and W. Kilger is based not only on a particu-
lar methodology but, as a cost-accounting reporting sys-
tem, includes a variety of conceptual provisions. The
theoretical-methodological rationale for these provisions
continues to hold its validity. Yet practice has not always
followed theory in every detail. The current tendency is
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toward a simplification of cost accounting as illustrated
in the following points.

0.61 THE CONCEPT OF BENEFIT-BASED

COSTS101B

The concept of benefit-based costs has found wide-
spread acceptance, and not only in Marginal Costing.3

It must be kept in mind, however, that this concept is
only needed for highly specialized cost accounting
purposes.102 This is the basis of decisions under certain
assumptions, such as for company sustainability in the
context of the target system or for the purposes of inter-
company comparisons when factors such as different
financing structures must be eliminated. While the rea-
soning behind such imputed costs for depreciation,
interest, or risks is often doubtful with regard to the
investment assumptions and their actual decision rele-
vancy, more critical are the disadvantages of this
approach for profitability management. On the one
hand, management of profitability based on internal
and external results is not consistent due to differing
expense and cost information; on the other, the expect-
ed tax effects of decisions are frequently inaccurate
because the internal result is less profitable than the
financial accounting result due to the additional imput-
ed costs.103 Therefore, a higher level of accounting uni-
formity is called for—especially with regard to imputed
depreciation and imputed interest—when an integrated
accounting system is required.104

As a starting point for eliminating divergence, the fol-
lowing design recommendations of W. Männel should
be considered:105 If one wants to avoid excessively high
imputed depreciation in cost accounting, one must do
without the use of replacement values. To avoid inter-
preting profits as costs, interest costs are calculated
using only the interest on outside capital. To the
authors, a more purposeful approach would be to
exclude interest costs from the operating result com-
pletely and leave that aspect to the calculation of finan-
cial income. This also ensures better compatibility with
the tools of value-based management. Similarly, report-
ing purely imputed costs as components of the imputed
profit should be dispensed with. As far as possible, all
cost elements should be taken over from monthly
expense accounting within financial accounting. Diver-

gences can further be avoided through a uniform
monthly accrual of sales deductions and sales costs in
internal and external accounting.

Consequently, the magnitude of a reconciliation is
determined by the degree to which the specific costing
purposes of cost accounting require divergences from the
financial accounting systems. Even the proponents of
tighter integration see limits in reducing divergence.106

Better opportunities are envisioned in the increasing
internationalization of external accounting.107 If one fol-
lows the majority of recommendations, particularly in
textbooks, a considerable degree of divergence is implied
just by the established definition of the benefit-based
cost concept.108 Also, in this current discussion, the
necessity of a separate cost accounting system is justified,
for example, by the need to provide for opportunity costs
appropriate to the costing purpose at hand.109

It is recommended, however, that at least in individ-
ual cases an investigation be made into whether the
advantages of pursuing specific purposes in the cost
accounting system outweigh the negative consequences
of the divergences with respect to transparency and
additional effort in accounting. Of course, for the defini-
tion of such a cost category for one-time special costing
purposes, costing-specific determinations are only limit-
ed by cost-benefit considerations.

0.62 MARGINAL COST PRINCIPLES AND

THE TIME SCALE OF COST PLANNING

In analyzing actual practice in the field, one notices that
marginal costs or proportional costs are normally
defined very broadly. For example, despite all reasons
to the contrary, personnel costs are frequently defined
as proportional costs. Consistent with the reporting sys-
tem of Marginal Costing, this practice can be justified
by the time scale used in cost planning and particularly
cost differentiation. It is a well-known fact that the
longer the chosen time scale, the more avoidable costs
become.

Since the increasing level of automation in modern
production systems and better computer support for
administrative processes are reducing the significance of
short-term authorized-actual variances, the focus is mov-
ing more and more toward assessing efficiency based on
how resources are adjusted in the medium term. For
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example, production management’s primary objective is
no longer to determine that a lower operating level does
not automatically reduce the authorized costs by an
amount equal to the fixed personnel costs, but instead is
interested in how management is able to implement all
options for adjusting personnel costs through overtime
reductions, vacation, or internal transfers.

0.63 TRANSFER PRICES AND BEHAVIOR

ORIENTATION

The conventional approach to assigning the costs of
internal activities in decision-based accounting, for
example by using complex equations, has received
heavy criticism both from practitioners in industry and
from theorists.110 This topic is concerned with method-
ological mastery on the one hand and with the ability to
influence behavior on the other.

The problem of the methodological deployment of
cost accounting has generally been solved through the
use of modern off-the-shelf software. The spread of
computer-supported administration systems enables
provision of the required data, which, in turn, enables
automation of the processes by integrating the output
data and related cost information in the cost accounting
software. In addition, the growing tendency towards a
lower complexity of internal activities through outsourc-
ing and the integration of support activities reduces
demands on the assignment of support costs.111 The
integration of support activities such as maintenance
tasks, performed by production teams, often means
there is no separate assignment of such activities. This
applies to both period-based and cumulative cost
assignments, as well as to settlement/liquidation of indi-
vidual activities for internal orders/jobs.

As described above under the purposes of cost
accounting, the ideas behind a behavioral cost account-
ing approach are particularly relevant for determining
transfer prices. Institutional-economic considerations
transcend the conventional Marginal Costing principles
of transfer prices. Whether practical recommendations
can be derived from these theoretical elements remains
to be seen, however. But at least research in this area is
starting to summon up more understanding for the fact
that transfer prices higher than the proportional costs
are common in practice.

0.64 COST CENTER ACCOUNTING

The opportunities for simplifying cost accounting stem
from the changes in organizational structures prompted
by efforts in recent years to implement lean manufac-
turing.112 The consequent increases in outsourcing (par-
ticularly in the support activities) that enable greater
focus on core competencies diminish the proportion of
secondary costs in companies’ overall pool of cost ele-
ments. This, in turn, reduces the complexity across all
levels of cost accounting.

A simplification of cost center accounting can be real-
ized in a number of ways. A greater reliance on out-
sourcing results in a direct reduction in the number of
cost centers. If company organization is based on inte-
grated value chains, a differentiation of cost centers for
cost assignment purposes is not needed because even
the costs of large cost centers can be assigned on a
product basis. The number of different workplaces can
be reduced by procuring identical facilities and equip-
ment, which reduces complexity and thus homogenizes
the capacity structures.

0.65 THE RESOURCE DRIVER METHODOLOGY

The methodology around resource drivers pioneered by
Kilger still attracts interest today, and its basic design
concept remains the state of the art.113 Due to the
strong interest in improved application of cost account-
ing in support activities, the application of direct
resource drivers has received more attention in recent
years. In this regard, one of the influences of process
costing has been a movement toward using the number
of defined processes rather than measuring drivers in
quantities and times only. But ongoing improvements
in automatic data capture through better data process-
ing support for all business processes mean that more
and more activities are becoming economically measur-
able for which it was previously infeasible to plan and
control costs with direct drivers.

0.66 VARIANCES IN COST CENTER

CONTROLLING

The decreasing significance of proportional costs and
variances due to higher levels of automation and
improved planning is enabling more and more compa-
nies to dispense with comprehensive variance analy-
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sis.114 In place of often untimely and excessively aggre-
gated cost variance information, daily or even shift-
based information on performance variances in the
categories of time, quantity, and quality are becoming
more widespread. A full rollup of the cost variances of
service cost centers to primary cost centers is being sup-
planted by cost management based on the variances in
the service cost centers alone. In such cases, it is suffi-
cient to allocate activity costs standardized during the
fiscal year to control activity consumption in the receiv-
ing cost centers.115

This leads to the idea of reducing the frequency and
level of detailed variance analysis. Integrated produc-
tion facilities, in particular, can be controlled by track-
ing and allocating costs at summarized levels because it
is possible to trace variances back to individual ele-
ments by means of technical analyses, and, in any case,
an hourly rate for the system as a whole is sufficient for
costing purposes. The cost variances detected by cost
controlling are then transferred directly to the operating
result.

0.67 VARIANCES IN AUTHORIZED-ACTUAL

COMPARISONS FOR THE COST OF GOODS

MANUFACTURED

As Riebel’s Direct Costing and Contribution Margin
Accounting began to merge with Marginal Costing,
sales accounting became more sophisticated in
practice.116 The greater transparency of relationships
among resources, processes, and products achieved by
means of value chains simplifies costing almost auto-
matically. An additional factor is that the growth in out-
sourcing increases the percentage of direct product
costs that pose no difficulties in assigning. A reduced
number of variants lowers the percentage of costs that
are not directly product related because process costs
less closely represent overhead for individual product
variants. Reducing product complexity through the use
of modular designs and nonvariable parts also leads to a
structural simplification of costing functions.

Costing effort declines significantly when similar
costing objects can be grouped together.117 Instead of
costing a large number of variants, it is often sufficient
to cost only one reference product and then either
apply the costing result to all variants or allow for a spe-

cial modification to reflect a significant cost difference.
In particular, separate costing of variants that have low
cost significance should be avoided.118

0.68 ELABORATION OF CONTRIBUTION

MARGIN ACCOUNTING

Profitability analysis can be simplified if the cost model
is designed such that assignable fixed costs can be
recorded directly on profitability segments. This
increases the transparency of profitability reporting.
Moreover, companies with tightly integrated and highly
streamlined internal value chains can plan profitability
more reliably because there are fewer interdependen-
cies, which ensures that management at all levels focus-
es on particular profitability objects.

For existing production and product portfolio compo-
nents, standard cost estimates are frequently sufficient
for profitability management during the fiscal year—
that is, products in repetitive manufacturing and mass
production are costed only once a year to determine
order profitability or valuate inventory changes.119

Here, too, it is clear that the better the preliminary cost
estimate and the costing preparation and planning,120

the lower the actual cost variances against the target
costs calculated at standard cost. These variances flow
directly into the operating result. The standard cost
estimates and contribution margin cost estimates should
be retained as long as possible for this purpose.121

Concentrating the sophistication of profitability
analysis on dimensions that are relevant to profitability
management leads to a simplification of the profitability
management system.122 Not all possible characteristics
of profitability segments must be managed and ana-
lyzed, but only those that are significant for effective
profitability management, such as product, market/cus-
tomer, distribution channel, or sales region. It must not
be forgotten, however, that modern software conve-
niently supports the linkage of sales data to cost and
revenue information for individual orders and that data-
bases can easily manage the corresponding volume of
data. IT support for simulations and for generating
detailed plans by means of data manipulation increases
the feasibility of increased sophistication of multidi-
mensional and multilevel market segment calculations,
but it is easy to overlook the costs associated with such
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information for the users of these systems. Further-
more, there is a temptation to experiment intensively in
order to cast one’s own position in a more favorable
light. For this reason, standardized reports lead to more
transparency even in interactive information systems.
This remains the case even when modern MIS con-
cepts are used to support the analysis and with the gen-
eration of reports or when automated data mining
routines are employed to support profitability analysis.

On the other hand, evaluation of the information is
also becoming more specialized. In industry and retail
as well as services, the changing nature of consumer
and purchaser behavior is heightening the importance
of partner relationships, meaning that focusing on the
profitability of individual products can result in subopti-
mal decisions on product mix.123 Since affiliation mod-
eling (such as with cross-elasticities) has not been
accepted in practice, new approaches are needed that
focus directly on mix optimization.124

0.69 INTEGRATING MARGINAL COSTING

INTO MANAGEMENT ACCOUNTING

1. To improve competitiveness and enable sustainable
attainment of company goals, management accounting
must be involved in product development early on so
that it can shape product costs during the design
process, as called for in the extensive cost management
literature.125 Realizing sustainability through life-cycle-
based product costing, eliminating nonvalue-adding
processes, reducing the process volume, and avoiding
over-dimensioned resources requires new cost manage-
ment tools. Cost management can be understood as a
systematic approach to influencing the cost levels, cost
structure, cost behavior, and cost transparency of a sys-
tem of relationships among products, processes, and
resources.126 Of particular importance in cost manage-
ment is cost information on cross-functional aspects
such as innovation, logistics, and quality. These process
areas need to be defined, identified, and differentiated
from each other,127 making it necessary to plan and
track costs across cost center boundaries. The structures
of Process Costing/ABC are valuable in this regard.
Individual activity/process amounts can, however, also
be costed using the methodology of Marginal Costing.

2. Cost management and management accounting

can influence the company’s level of performance and
serve to control the company’s output of goods and ser-
vices. In principle, management accounting also sup-
ports cost management as a subtask of management.
Conversely, cost management changes the starting situ-
ation of management accounting by influencing costs
from the early stages of planning onward, introducing
new cost accounting tools, and enhancing the general
awareness of costs in the company. The new tools of
cost management are frequently highly pragmatic in
concept, comprising relatively unrestricted but proven
methodologies. The cost information they generate
serves the purposes of strategic planning in different
phases (particularly analysis, determination of alterna-
tives, implementation of strategies, and strategic con-
trol)128 and must therefore fulfill other requirements
than those of short-term accounting for operational
planning and control.

3. The principal tools of cost management are the
following:
◆ Target costing,
◆ Concurrent costing,
◆ Life-cycle costing,
◆ Process Costing/ABC,
◆ Benchmark costing,
◆ Resource-driver-based assignments.

Each of these techniques has a vast literature behind
it that cannot be discussed here.129 In the following, we
will look at how the concepts of strategic cost manage-
ment can be integrated into cost accounting for plan-
ning and control purposes. While integration would
have organizational and efficiency advantages, it would
also entail the risk of suboptimal appropriateness for
strategic analysis.130

Target costing is a customer-centric method of opti-
mizing costs, functionality, and quality while the product
is being designed. If one follows the proposals in the
literature, one is soon faced with complex procedures 
for determining the exact customer requirements.131

Particularly problematic is the weighting of the multidi-
mensional product requirements that are needed as a
basis for setting target costs based on the ability to pay.
For this reason, this tool is only practical on a case-by-
case basis when the cost-volume can be influenced
accordingly, or in highly pragmatic simplification. Even
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the automotive industry often costs out a new model
using only the standard price class for that segment,
deriving from it the maximum allowable production cost
as a lump sum and then roughly distributing the target
costs among the components based on the cost structure
of the previous model.

If cost accounting is to better support cost control
efforts in the early stages of product development, cost
estimates are needed that do not use the costing basis
of Marginal Costing such as BOMs and routings 
(concurrent costing)132 and that include estimation
methods that attempt to capture cost relationships
through the establishment of neural networks with test
data due to lack of previous analytical exposure.133 Fur-
thermore, since all costs can be influenced to a greater
or lesser extent during the early stages of product
design, the long-term marginal costs coincide with the
full costs. Initial indications as to how costs might be
distributed can nevertheless be established at this
point—for example, based on the planned machine
usage. For this reason, it is worth preparing the basic
data at an early stage when the first rough estimates are
compiled so that as the product design is finalized these
estimates can be used later in cost estimates for flexible
standing costing.

Life-cycle costing is a central source of information for
product cost management, helping to determine the
efficiency of the general decision about the product and
the integrated profit planning process that includes all
pre- and post-production costs. It also serves as a control
instrument, providing project cost accounting informa-
tion throughout the entire production and marketing
cycle. The focus is not on repeatedly calculating the
historical costs of the product but, rather, optimizing the
remaining marketing and follow-up phases. Periodic
contribution margins are then used mainly for sales
management and production planning. Decisions about
the life cycle itself, however, should in principle be
based on investment accounting, meaning that life-
cycle cost accounting must also merge into life-cycle
calculations based on investment accounting.134

The central focus of much scrutinizing in cost man-
agement results from Process Costing/ABC discussed
above. Here it should suffice to note that this method-
ology entails a fundamental enhancement of the output

measures for cost assignments in cost accounting. In
principle, this should benefit cost accounting by pro-
moting adherence to the causality principle and
improve transparency in support areas. But as part of
financial accounting, Process Costing/ABC should be
applied from an optimized and representationally sim-
plified process structure. Moreover, complex process
analyses should only serve an existing organizational
design. Detailed costing of these processes serves main-
ly to estimate cost reduction potential as a goal of reor-
ganization, and to do this must represent resource
consumption as absorption costing. Another important
component of process cost management is the continu-
ous improvement of processes. And this is only partially
attained by cost management of the processes as
described above—it is mainly achieved by direct moni-
toring of critical process parameters. To enable dynamic
changes to the analysis and the determination of corre-
sponding target parameters, both the half-life concept
and experience curves have been proposed, the latter of
which supports estimation of cost trends in future peri-
ods.135 To the extent that process costs are used in
product cost estimates, a significant increase in mean-
ingfulness, compared with assessment and overhead
allocation, can usually be achieved by utilizing a few
standardized processes and standard process cost rates
in cost accounting.

Benchmark costing, a particularly flexible procedure,
is only worthwhile in specific cases where the levels of
total cost correspond. The point is to be able to com-
pare the costs of an object—whether a product or a
business process—with the costs of a similar object,
which exhibits more efficiency. The chief advantage of
this type of comparison is that it helps allay reservations
about the fairness of cost targets. And since the data is
usually based on noncompetitors that are not fully com-
parable, the precision of cost information is less impor-
tant than identifying opportunities for increased
competitiveness through better business processes in
the company’s own industry.

Comprehensive resource-driver-based assignment

helps improve the exploitation of resource potential and
enhance capacity utilization.136 This type of resource-
driver-based assignments initially provides information
about resource capabilities in order to support the opti-
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mum design of capacity. An important component is a
key figure analysis, which measures effective capacity
utilization.137 Key figure analysis captures important
planning data that also describes the avoidability of
resource costs. According to M. Layer, forecasting 
fixed costs—which is gaining in significance in cost
planning—should be based on a dynamic investment
function, differentiate between avoidable and unavoid-
able costs, and be incorporated in a corresponding
authorized Marginal Costing system.138 Resource-
driver-based assignments also indicate the possibilities
of capacity utilization for direct control purposes. At the
same time, it improves the variance analysis functions
in cost center accounting.139

0.610 MARGINAL COSTING AS A

FOUNDATION FOR VALUE-BASED

MANAGEMENT ACCOUNTING

1. A new challenge for management accounting is the
movement in many companies towards emphasizing
shareholder value140—whether the purpose is to better
account for the interests of investors or to protect com-
pany interests in the face of the increasing significance
of capital markets and their players in the evaluation of
the performance of the company and whether it should
continue to exist as an independent entity. Focusing on
the concepts of shareholder value further entrenches
the need for management accounting by means of the
traditional external and internal periodic accounting
approach. The implementation of value-based manage-
ment141 nevertheless requires integration into all of
accounting. On the one hand, data from internal
accounting is needed in order to provide data for value-
based calculations, as is the case with investment
accounting tools. On the other hand, the categories and
drivers of value-enhancing strategies must be broken
down to the operational level and operationalized for
continuous monitoring. The parameters of Marginal
Costing and contribution margin accounting continue to
be suitable for this purpose.

2. Küpper early on developed a proposal to base cost
accounting on investment theory142 and to replace the
categories of costs and revenues with discounted pay-
ments. Internal accounting information is by nature less
restricted.143 Consequently, it is admissible to interpret

costs and revenues as future discounted changes in pay-
ment flows. While it may seem advisable to avoid mis-
understandings in practice by means of terminology that
distinguishes calculations based on investment theory
from conventional cost and revenue accounting, the
requirements of benefit-based management accounting
have nevertheless recently prompted a resurgence of the
idea of integrating investment accounting and cost
accounting. Investment accounting and cost accounting
are more closely related than is typically assumed. Since
investment budgets are not available, the incoming and
outgoing payment flows must be determined by means
of forecasts. Cost and revenue accounting and profitabil-
ity analysis provide a good starting point for this pur-
pose, as they are based on concrete time and quantity
standards. This is particularly the case when payment-
related/cash-flow performance data is available. This
basic connection can be exploited more easily the better
cost accounting and investment accounting are integrat-
ed, as is more and more frequently demanded.144

3. The task of value-based management accounting
is to analyze the strategies selected by the enterprise to
determine how these help create competitive advan-
tages and consequently increase the value of the enter-
prise. What is evaluated is the capability of the
enterprise to develop, produce, use, and market its
products—in the present and in the future. The valua-
tion of the enterprise must therefore express its future
potential value,145 represented by the methods of enter-
prise valuation, based on its earning power. The litera-
ture discusses different methods of defining such
suitable potential measures (e.g., earnings or various
types of cash flow methods).146 For the integration of
internal profitability analysis and value-based profitabil-
ity management, we will only examine one particularly
suitable discounted-cash-flow method.

Rappaport’s Shareholder Value Analysis (SVA)147 ele-
vates the discounted free cash flow as the central per-
formance criterion. Value creation starts with five value
generators: sales growth rate, operating income margin,
income tax rate, investments in net working capital and
fixed assets, and the cost of capital.148 Only with this
breakdown does the DCF method become manageable
and does it merge strategic and financial manage-
ment.149 The elements evaluated are strategic business
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units, synergy effects, product mix decisions, the perfor-
mance of managers, and acquisitions.150 Shareholder
value in Rappaport’s sense is the value of the enterprise
less the fair market value of outside capital; the value of
the enterprise is the sum of the present value of the
operating cash flow during the forecast period plus the
residual value and fair market value of its stock
exchange securities.151 The free cash flow (FCF) as 
the relevant part of the operational cash flow can be
defined as “that part of the incoming payment surplus
[...] resulting from the operational activities which is
available for distribution to investors or for reinvest-
ment after deducting the investments in fixed assets
and net working capital and payment-related income
taxes of the planning period.”152 The free cash flow is
therefore the difference between the operational
incoming and outgoing payments before interest on
outside capital and after taxes and net investment to
fixed assets and working capital. Both the cash flows
and the residual value are to be discounted to the pres-
ent value for the planning time frame.

4. Although the future benefit of the free cash flow
may be convincing to a potential investor for value
determination, it is difficult to calculate. In order to
reach a reasonably reliable valuation, it is essential to
back up the forecast of the payment flows with appro-
priate instruments. Suitably sophisticated financial bud-
gets that may be available are more of an exception
here. As a rule, therefore, the required cash-flow infor-
mation must be derived specifically for individual situa-
tions. The detailed determination of cash flows requires
improved capture of the activity dependencies in quan-
tities, times, and qualities.153 Estimation of the cash
flow forces the planning of concrete resources, capaci-
ties, processes, and products in the same way as is
required in Marginal Costing.

The literature proposes deriving the required free
cash flow from the internal operating result.154 For this
purpose, the operating result is determined as follows:
Operating result

+ Depreciation stated in operating result

+ Cost of capital stated in operating result

+ (if applicable) other imputed costs in operating result

+ Increase (less write-off) of longer-term reserves

= Gross cash flow

– Investments to fixed assets (less disinvestments)

– Increase (less reduction) of working capital

– Tax payments

= Free cash flow

A significant factor for obtaining value-oriented cal-
culations from profitability analysis154B is the diver-
gence or convergence between the values of the
external and internal accounting systems. This is
because the increasing distance of the operating income
statement from the categories of expense and revenue
(which more closely represent cash flows) makes the
reconciliation more complicated or less able to provide
meaningful information. This supports the argument for
a greater convergence between external and internal
accounting. The latter is by no means a contradiction of
the principles of cost accounting to plan the costs and
revenues of future periods on the basis of the forecast
time and quantity standards. The accuracy should be
acceptable compared with other methods utilized for
investment accounting purposes. In an immediate esti-
mation of payment flows, the detailed questions of
financing (such as the exact day on which a large
invoice will be paid) are those we are least able to pre-
dict, while factors such as energy consumption can be
foreseen with relative accuracy provided the production
and sales forecasts hold true. The period results deter-
mined by cost accounting can then be converted to cash
flows and discounted using the DCF method.

0.7 MARGINAL COSTING AS THE NUCLEUS

OF MANAGEMENT ACCOUNTING

In conclusion, cost accounting on the basis of Marginal
Costing supplemented by process-centric methods of
cost accounting and embedded in a sophisticated con-
tribution margin accounting system forms the core ele-
ment of management accounting. Only by linking the
categories of decision-based standard costing with time
and quantity standards can company performance be
planned and controlled. Moreover, the information basis
that this creates builds the foundation for operational
investment accounting and benefit-based calculations.

Marginal Costing remains indispensable, and the
reporting system for flexible standard costing and con-
tribution margin accounting developed by Kilger is still
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up-to-date. Consequently, we can conclude this intro-
duction with the same words as in the last edition edit-
ed by W. Kilger: “This book describes the development
of cost accounting starting with the various designs of
actual costing and normal costing and finally leading to
Marginal Costing and Contribution Margin Accounting.
The costing theory on which this procedure is based
will then be presented. The remaining parts of the
book are a theoretically grounded and practice-oriented
presentation of flexible standard costing as developed
into Marginal Costing and Contribution Margin
Accounting.”155 ■
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