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Abstract

Over recent years, the Italian University System has been handling a phase of deep
changes, which have had significant impact on its mission and on the way it operates.
The most important of these changes have been to the organisation of universities, their
recruitment procedures and in terms of improvements to the quality and efficiency of
the university system itself. In this perspective, the objective of this research was to carry
out a critical analysis of the process of change, with special reference to improving
efficiency by making the transition from cash-based accounting to accrual accounting. In
order to achieve this objective, the starting point was the legislation of reference that
sets out the terms for the move to financial accrual accounting. A comparative analysis
was then carried out at an international level, with the purpose of highlighting the
strengths and weaknesses identified during the implementation of these new
procedures within the public field. This was followed by an analysis of the details of the
theory defining the accounting principles to be used in the process of preparing
university’s financial statements. Finally, the study identified the main critical points
relating to implementation of the new accounting system, offering, at the same time,
several thoughts concerning possible subsequent analyses on this topic.

Keywords: University management, Higher education system, Accrual accounting,
Efficiency

Background
Introduction

In Italy, following the approval of the law n. 240 of 30th December 2010, legislation

covering the organisation of universities, academic personnel and recruitment proce-

dures were redefined, together with authorising the government to stimulate the qual-

ity of research and efficiency within the university system.

A whole range of actions have been contemplated to pursue and achieve these objec-

tives; amongst these actions is the completing the transition from cash-based accounting

to accrual accounting.

The reasons connected to this change lie in the need for greater accountability

demanded within the current social economic context from these public institutions.

The updated university system highlights two types of values: one connected to the

impact of management-related choices, the other to changes to the entity of their

assets.
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The method not only provides greater information on company performance

(Meroño-Cerdan and Soto-Acosta 2005; Faseruk 2008; Maggioni and Del Giudice

2011; Soto-Acosta et al. 2015), but it is also suitable for purposes of integration

with forecast-related instruments, which have the function both of controlling the

economic and financial balance (Zanda 2012) and of ensuring the sustainability of

the organisation (Sarkis et al. 2000; De Falco 2012; Palacios-Marqués et al. 2015).

It can, therefore, be deducted that, for those who need to make decisions, this greater

information is vital for managing their available resources efficiently.

It is also true that the issue of changing the accounting system used by universities is

not a new topic, since this possibility had already been advanced at the time when uni-

versities gained their independence, in 1989.

In view of the fact that, in many universities, this change has not yet to be intro-

duced, it is important to question the reasons that are holding back the people who

should be implementing the change.

In particular, changing an accounting system means changing the methods of hand-

ling the organisation of the entire company; it means convincing those who will actu-

ally use the new system that this method of accounting will enhance their own work,

mainly because of the additional information that they have access to.

The beneficial effects of this new approach to university management must be seen

in terms of control and the ability of programming ahead, a concept almost foreign to

public administration (Trequattrini 2004).

Finally, it is important to point out that such a major change will not only generate

the beneficial effects deriving from the possibilities indicated above but also a whole

range of problems of a technical nature, such as managing internal relations or new

technologies (Del Giudice and Straub 2011).

It is, therefore, important to state that the absolute requirement to change is con-

nected to government incentives aimed at filling the gaps in professional skills that

may, in some cases, arise.

The aim of the paper is to analyse the critical points of the process of change which

has been involving the Italian University System, with special reference to the reasons

behind the implementation of the new financial accounting system.

The topic is addressed by first attempting to explain the importance of analytical ac-

counting and, most importantly, the function of control and internal company econ-

omies, both of which have been borrowed from private companies and used in the

university system.

Lastly, an attempt will be made to highlight the strong and weak points of the new

system, offering several reflections upon the adoption of measures that may prove to be

useful in simplifying the transition from the current financial system to the economic-

financial model.

The structure of the paper is the following: after the introduction, “Methods” section

describes the methodology and research approach. “The accrual accounting in the pub-

lic service” provides a literature analysis on management and accounting tools used for

public service purposes. “Towards the definition of the accounting principles for the

university system” section introduces the accounting principles used for the university

system. “Conclusions” contains the discussion of the implications of the research, the

limitations of the study and suggestions about future research.
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Literature review

Ever since 1980, many countries have undertaken reform processes based on achieving

greater efficiency in the public sector by adopting an accrual accounting system (Hood

1995; Groot and Budding, 2008).

Many scholars (Hopwood 1984; Miller 1994; El-Sayed Ebaid 2011, Nicotra et al. 2014)

have investigated the existing bond between company efficiency and accrual accounting

system. According to these scholars, the adoption of an economic-financial system on the

part of the public sector is natural (Lapsley et al. 2009), seeing the change as an obligatory

passage for purposes relating to the achievement of organisational efficiency (Guthrie,

1998).

In connection to this, Carlin (2005) sets out the superiority of accrual accounting

over the cash-based system, basing his perspective on three points: first of all, an ac-

crual accounting system leads to greater transparency and improved quality of informa-

tion, resulting in a more accurate allocation of company resources; it works on the

performance of each individual and the group in general and, by identifying cost cen-

tres, organisational efficiency also increases.

In sharing this perspective, Athukorala and Reid believe that the accrual accounting

system can act as a protection against corruption and fraud, especially in developed

countries (Athukorala and Reid 2003; Seol et al. 2011).

However, opposing views also exist on whether accrual accounting should be used in

the public field, with some scholars objecting to the change.

The main critical points highlighted by these authors (Barton 2004; Lapsley et al.

2009) can be attributed to topics of a technical nature or to the substantial differences

that exist between public and private sectors.

The lack of studies concerning the main accounting principles designed specifically

for the public sector, coupled with the fact that the pure definitions proposed by the

International Public Sector Accounting Standards (IPSAS) were derived directly from

the International Accounting Standard (IAS) (McRae and Aiken 1994; Carnegie

and Wolnizer 1995; Stanton and Stanton 1998; Christiaens 1999; Ellwood 2001),

puts the sector in a position of great uncertainty, with no reference framework that

can immediately satisfy the demands that may arise at any point in time (Ma and

Matthews 1993; Guthrie and Johnson 1994; Lewis 1995; Guthrie 1998; Carnegie

and West 2003).

Despite huge interest in the concept, empirical studies on the effects of using accrual

accounting in public authorities are still very scarce.

The recent studies carried out by Anessi-Pessina and Steccolini (2007) and Ellwood

(2009) on Italian local institutions and the British health sector should also be highlighted.

Both stress that the economic-financial system is very bad at producing additional in-

formation (Venieris and Cohen 2004; Paulsson 2006; Monsen 2008) and that the level

of prevention against creative accounting operations is also poor (Vinnari and Näsi

2008); this is counterbalanced, however, with clear benefits in terms of economic and

organisational efficiency (Christiaens and Rommel 2008).

Furthermore, empirical studies on the applicability of accrual accounting in the uni-

versity sector applied to the Dutch context have placed emphasis on the success of the

traditional budgetary accounting system compared to the new accounting system

(Christiaens and Wielemaker 2003).
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Other empirical studies in the field of universities have been carried out in Greece follow-

ing the reform of the public sector in 2003 (Venieris and Cohen 2004; Vrontis et al. 2007).

In Italy, the study by Arnaboldi and Azzone (2004) highlighted the main difficulties

encountered by the Italian system in the implementation of new planning and control

techniques.

In New Zealand, the study by Coy and Pratt (1998) examined the existing relation-

ship between political powers and the accounting organisation of universities by analys-

ing and interpreting the management choices concerning the allocation of financial

resources.

Finally, British studies have focused on the internal and external utility of accounting

information produced through the economic-financial system (Gray and Haslam 1990).

In consideration of the results derived from empirical analyses (Gray and Haslam

1990; Coy and Pratt 1998; Arnaboldi and Azzone 2004; Anessi-Pessina and Steccolini

2007; Ellwood 2009; Del Giudice et al., 2013), the aim of this research is to examine the

approach taken in the main theories (Hopwood 1984; Miller 1994; Hood 1995; Guthrie

1998; Carlin 2005; Groot and Budding 2008; Lapsley et al. 2009), with the objective of

studying the impact of the phenomenon in the field of the Italian state universities.

Results and discussion
Following the approval of the legislative decree of 27th January 2012, universities are

now required by law to make the transition from the current cash-based accounting

system to an accrual accounting system.

Universities are, therefore, called upon to adapt their structures and their modus

operandi in order to prepare accounting reports for 2014 that are based on their finan-

cial situation, profit and loss account, balance sheets and integrative notes.

On the basis of these presuppositions, it is very important to define a uniform ac-

counting criteria for all universities, where the aim is, on the one hand, to ensure that

university systems (Anthony 1965) can be compared on a national and international

level and, on the other hand, to prevent financial statement policies from making the

economic and financial situation of the institutions less transparent or accurate.

Defining the accounting principles for organisations as complex as universities is not

easy, for a whole range of reasons of a technical and political nature.

In the wide debate that emerged concerning the applicative models of the accrual ac-

counting model, special attention has been given to the fundamental accounting princi-

ples underlying the preparation of the relative accounts.

Some authors prefer to use the International Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS), in

consideration of their overarching cause for regulating a true and fair view connected

to the principles of clarification, importance, feasibility and comparability (Lacchini and

Trequattrini 2007). With the adoption of fair value, the assessment of items in balance

sheets can range from their historical costs to their current value, offering the reader a

vision that is in line with the reality of the moment.

An analysis of the work carried out in the USA on the accounting system of non-

profit organisations has proved to be very interesting (Elefanti 2000).

According to the contents of the Financial Accounting Standard Board (FASB), a

non-profit organisation that involves activities where the objective is not to make a
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profit is different from one consisting in the production and/or sale of goods or ser-

vices and, in such an organisation, an important part of the financial results achieved

does not depend on the economic return being proportional to the resources provided.

The objectives of the financial statements within these non-profit organisations

should be in line with their mission and, according to the indications provided by the

Statement of Financial Accounting Concept (SFAC) n.4, the informative notes included

in these companies’ accounts should function as a useful support both to the program-

ming phase and during the management phase. At the same time, these notes should

provide information on the resources available, any possible limitations in their use,

existing liabilities and net assets and any possible events and circumstances that may

alter their value or usefulness. They should also include information on performance

achieved over a specific period of time, sources and uses, movements, cash flow, any

possible loans and relative reimbursements. The notes can additionally contain the fac-

tors that may affect company liquidity and include explanations and interpretations to

ensure greater understanding of all of the accounting information (Miolo Vitali 2004).

The instrument described has the purpose of providing maximum transparency in

terms of management and American universities regularly publish their accounting in-

formative notes on their websites, making them available to all.

SFAS 147 is adapted case by case to the needs of non-profit companies, although

sometimes special principles have been included to cater for the special characteristics

of these organisations.

Other scholars have proposed the use of International Public Sector Accounting

Standards (IPSAS) principles, previously at the centre of attention for the public ad-

ministration (Farneti 2000).

The work carried out on these requirements by a study group and by AIDEA

“Innovation and measuring of results in companies and public administrations” is

extremely interesting, as it involved making a comparison between the principles

approved in 2008 by the Observatory for finance and accounting in local authorities in

Italy and those issued by IPSASB, highlighting various points of coherence and

diversity.

During the first analysis, both organisations presented a reference framework and both

can be classified within the principle of economic competence; however, the process to

harmonise the Italian principles with those of International Public Sector Accounting

Standards Board (IPSASB) would require, from the very start, a high level of professional-

ism in connection with their use and the understanding of their basic concepts, the latter

being difficult to create in the current phase (Luca Pacioli Foundation 2002).

It cannot be denied that the adoption of the IPSAS principles may definitely ensure,

on the one hand, greater transparency in the handling of joint resources because of a

common accounting language and, on the other hand, greater attention in the use of

resources available (Pollifroni 2007).

It is important to bear in mind that the use of these principles has aroused a number

of questions, especially in connection with their actual application in the university

context, whilst, in reality these concerns were perceived rather than real.

Recent studies seem to make the case for adopting national principles as well as those

defined by the OIC (the Italian Accounting Standards Setter), in some cases accepting

that they can be adapted to the university sector.
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However, even if the adaptations in question cannot justify using IPSAS in their entir-

ety, in some cases, because of the specific nature of a given management item or event,

it is considered useful to refer back to what is set out in the international accounting

principles for the public sector.

Finally, although the IPSAS may in fact be a good accounting procedure that the pub-

lic administrations of European countries should adopt, it is difficult to imagine them

being applied directly in the various national contexts, at least in the near future. On

the contrary, the most suitable choice seems that of using the national accounting prin-

ciples established by the OIC appears, in part linked to the “diffusion” of these princi-

ples throughout the Italian accounting system; this latter aspect leads to considering

who the main candidates are in terms of the organisations who will adopt the accrual

accounting system of a traditional kind in the near future (Catalano and Tomasi 2010;

Straub and Del Giudice 2012; Trequattrini et al. 2012).

Conclusions
The research is concerned with investigating the Italian university system, focusing spe-

cifically on changes to the university system of management.

Attention centred on the instruments offered in theory and professional practice, as

well as on the importance of company control and programming, with the latter being

virtually unknown in the public administration, together with the instruments offered

through best doctrine and professional practice.

Accounting independence, as indicated in law n. 168 of 9th May 1989, has resulted in

accrual accounting being adopted in just a few cases.

Changes to an accounting system are only possible when all the people involved fully

collaborate to the process, since, for innovation as dramatic as the one analysed, the

methods used to interface with the outside environment and identify the accounting

events must be totally redefined.

Finally, once the problems of a cultural and organisational nature have been over-

come, universities may come round to adopting the new accounting model. It is no

longer worth spending time thinking about the actual accounting principles to be im-

plemented but rather on the actions of an operational type that will favour this

transition.

It is hoped that the accrual accounting system will be adopted only after a phase of

parallel running with the old cash-based system, as has been shown in some recent

studies on the topic (Provasoli 2006).

The indications provided above appear to converge more towards an objective appli-

cation of the method rather than to a solid rational basis. Indeed, best theory and best

accounting practice are not, apparently, in agreement about this solution. It is, however,

felt by both that it would be beneficial to use the methods in parallel, at least during

the transition phase to improve culture within organisations (Soto-Acosta et al. 2010;

Carayannis and Campbell 2011).

Several scholars have put forward the idea of defining a number of consistently uniform

operational measures that could be adopted in view of optimising the way accrual ac-

counting is used, an idea that can be shared (Zhang et al. 2005; Del Giudice et al. 2012).

Finally, this work is the first phase of a study on the process of changes regarding the

accounting system of Italian universities.
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Future research will focus on analysing the real impact of this change on the manage-

ment of realities under examination.

The objective will be to define a reference framework, capable of supporting Italian

universities during the transition phase from the cash-based system to the accrual ac-

counting system, identifying main areas affected by the transition.

Methods
The methodology used for research is qualitative (Hair et al. 2003), in the perspective

of proposing an updated concept concerning the modifications that have taken place

within the financial system of the Italian universities, which can be used by the scien-

tific community and also by professional practitioners.

The analysis of the topic integrates and updates existing literature, whereby it is pos-

sible to define the critical aspects of the process that has modified the university ac-

counting system in Italy.

Data have been gathered from secondary sources and were derived from the analysis

of documents, reports, news items, journal articles in open source, websites, databases

and scientific documents (Yin 2003; Myers 2013). Focus groups that include the re-

searchers and the analysis of a sufficient number of books have also been added to the

previous sources.
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