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		Abstract

		This paper draws on historical examples and accounting literature to explain why the problem of measurement in accounting is complicated and sometimes intractable. It is meant primarily for students. Accounting texts often present rules and practices as given, without considering the underlying difficulties of accounting measurement. 

Accounting measurement and reporting raises many questions. Who should have the power to set accounting standards and rules?  Who is entitled to see accounting reports, and who is not? Should the goal of accounting be neutral reporting, or should economic consequences and societal impact be considered? Should accounting be confined to financial matters affecting a particular entity, or should nonfinancial matters, and externalities, be tracked? How should costs and benefits be balanced when different parties get the benefits than bear the costs? How should accounting systems vary across different economic and political systems? How frequently should measurements and reports be made? How should assets and liabilities be valued in the presence of uncertainty about their eventual realization? How can costs and revenues be allocated across time and products? Can subjective valuations be used, or must accountants insist on verifiability? 
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