
 
   

  

Summary of Paper: Trust, but Verify: Managerial Ability and Conditional 
Accounting Conservatism 
 
What is this study about? 

This study evaluates the relationship between managerial ability and financial reporting 
conservatism. Specifically, it examines whether high-performing executives influence the level 
of conditional accounting conservatism (CAC)—the accounting practice of recognizing bad 
news in earnings more quickly than good news. The researchers analyze 29,473 firm-year 
observations from 2,498 U.S. nonfinancial firms in the S&P 1500 between 1996 and 2017 to 
determine whether managerial ability affects firms’ reporting policies and the level of 
conservatism used in financial statements. 
 
What are the major findings of the study?  

The results show that firms led by high-ability managers report less conservatively. Moving 
from a low-ability to a high-ability manager corresponds to about a 16.66% reduction in 
conditional accounting conservatism. Importantly, this lower conservatism persists even when 
firms face higher risk conditions such as debt overhang, covenant violations, fraud events, or 
elevated default risk. The study also finds that high-ability managers often build a strong 
corporate integrity culture, which increases trust among investors and lenders. This trust gives 
managers greater discretion over reporting choices. However, the evidence also suggests that 
some high-ability managers may use that discretion opportunistically, especially when pursuing 
outside career opportunities or when compensation incentives encourage risk-taking. 
 
Why is the study important? 

For auditors, regulators, and financial analysts, the findings highlight a potential governance 
blind spot: strong managerial reputation and performance can reduce scrutiny over reporting 
choices, even when conservative reporting would better protect capital providers. 

What is the impact on professional practice and society at large? 

The study reinforces the importance of robust oversight and verification mechanisms in 
financial reporting. Boards, auditors, and regulators should maintain strong monitoring of 
reporting policies regardless of managerial reputation. In practice, effective governance requires 
balancing trust in management with disciplined verification to safeguard investors and maintain 
confidence in financial markets. 
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