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ABSTRACT: Accounting practices evolve in response to changing historical, economic, and institutional contexts, 
particularly during periods of social and political transformation. Previous studies have typically framed accounting 
change as a consequence of external institutional pressures, while overlooking the internal dynamics and resource 
dependences that can lead to resistance to change. This study addresses this gap through a historical case analysis 
of a major charitable organization in pre-unification Italy, using process tracing and a mixed institutional and 
resource-dependence framework. The study offers three main contributions. First, it suggests that conflicting 
external reforms and internal demands can generate active resistance and that the pressure-and-resistance process 
can be cumulative. Second, it expands accounting historiography by examining the understudied context of 
pre-unification Italy and showing public-sector accounting spillover into private nonprofit organizations. Third, it 
offers insights for policymakers and standard-setters, emphasizing that reform effectiveness depends on its 
alignment with organizational identity, legitimacy, and stakeholder expectations.
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I. INTRODUCTION

The role of accounting in the economy is often relegated to a merely technical tool, despite having been demon
strated to be a powerful social practice that informs decisions, organizes economic activities, and shapes power 
and accountability relations within and across organizations (Lee 1990; Miller and Power 2013; Puddu, 

Rainero, Tradori, and Migliavacca 2021; Riccaboni, Giovannoni, Giorgi, and Moscadelli 2006; Stacchezzini 2013). 
Accounting practices and contents evolve in response to changing economic conditions and user information needs, 
while also influencing and shaping those very conditions (Burns and Scapens 2000; Littleton 1933; Migliavacca 2024). 
As Littleton argued, older accounting methods lose relevance as circumstances change and new practices emerge, 
reshaping their environment in the process (Littleton 1933, 361). Accounting can, broadly speaking, directly influence 
economic systems by shaping accountability patterns and managerial or policy decisions (Soll 2014).
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For this reason, it is important to study the factors that influence changes in accounting practices, as well as the 
reasons behind these changes. This is particularly important for understanding why changes may differ from the 
original intentions of the change process, whether normative or institutional. Two cases from the more regulated nonfi
nancial corporations setting well illustrate this: the adoption of IFRS, which was intended for long-term and transpar
ency objectives, has been associated with short-termism and a reduction in real-economy investment (e.g., Chiapello 
2016; Haldane, Migliavacca, and Palea 2024). Similarly, the expansion of sustainability regulation has generated het
erogeneous responses, ranging from substantive reform to symbolic compliance and calls for regulatory simplification 
(e.g., Delmas and Burbano 2011; Palea, Gordano, and Migliavacca 2025a). In the nonprofit sector, instead, literature 
shows that the increasing pressures from stakeholders and the threat of government regulatory intrusion have driven 
organizations to proactively adopt internal governance structures and external self-regulatory mechanisms to avoid 
fraud, signal legitimacy, and maintain public trust (Ortega-Rodríguez, Martín-Montes, Licer�an-Guti�errez, and 
Moreno-Albarracín 2024).

These patterns suggest that at a practical level, our understanding remains limited regarding how organiza
tions respond when externally imposed reforms to established accounting systems conflict with internal structures 
and identities. Previous studies highlight that all changes in accounting practices, historical and contemporary 
alike, emerge from the interaction between external institutional demands and internal organizational dynamics 
(Maroun and van Zijl 2016; McWatters 2018; Robson 2007). These interactions, in turn, show that when regula
tory initiatives clash with embedded accountability logics and firm-level reporting practices, organizations may 
compromise, avoid, or resist rather than comply straightforwardly (Clemens and Douglas 2005; Oliver 1991; Pache 
and Santos 2010, 2021). Accordingly, the aim of this study is to provide evidence for the following research 
question:

Research Question: How do organizations strategically respond to externally imposed accounting reforms 
that conflict with their internal accountability logics?

To explore this question, the study adopts a process-tracing case study methodology (Beach 2017; Bennett 
2010) to examine accounting (resistance to) change from 1816 to 1854 in Compagnia di San Paolo (CSP) of 
Turin, a religious charity that later developed into both the modern foundation of the same name and a major 
European banking group (Intesa Sanpaolo). During this period, the Kingdom of Sardinia introduced reforms to 
harmonize charitable (nonprofit) organizations’ accounting practices with public-sector accounting standards. 
These reforms challenged CSP’s long-standing donor-based accountability model to impose an external account
ing process that clashed with internal information needs. Drawing on a combined institutional and resource- 
dependence perspective, the study reconstructs how CSP responded to reforms over time. Our analysis is 
informed by Oliver’s (1991) and by subsequent works’ (e.g., Pache and Santos 2010, 2021) strategic responses to 
institutional processes, which distinguish between acquiescence, compromise, avoidance, defiance, and manipu
lation strategies. Rather than treating resistance as a static organizational trait, our study interprets these 
responses as evolving outcomes of the interaction between regulatory pressure and internal accountability com
mitments. The historical analysis relies on extensive archival sources, including financial statements, governance 
documents, legislation, and governmental reports.

The study makes three contributions. First, it refines our understanding of strategic responses to accounting reform 
by demonstrating how such responses unfold as a process shaped by the interaction between regulatory pressure and 
internal accountability commitments, particularly in a nonprofit and religious organization. Although Oliver (1991)
provides a typology of strategic responses and Pache and Santos (2010, 2021) refine predictions under conflicting 
demands, this study contributes by tracing the dynamic sequencing of responses over time, positioning accountability 
structure conflict as the core mediating mechanism, specifying how low enforcement enables dismissal strategies, and 
extending strategic response theory into accounting harmonization. Second, it contributes to accounting historiogra
phy by examining the 19th-century transition in pre-unification Italy from internally oriented stewardship accounting 
of nonprofits to externally imposed bureaucratic harmonization. In doing so, it sheds light on tensions between donor 
accountability and the mounting oversight of national governments over religious and charitable institutions. Third, 
the study contributes to ongoing conversations regarding the governance of nonprofit and religious organizations by 
highlighting how accounting reform may trigger resistance rooted in identity, legitimacy, and power relations rather 
than purely technical disagreement.

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. Section II reviews the literature on accounting change and 
resistance. Section III outlines the methodological approach and theoretical framework. Section IV presents the case 
study findings across four phases of reform and response. Section V concludes by discussing the theoretical implica
tions and limitations of the study.
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II. ACCOUNTING (RESISTANCE TO) CHANGE LITERATURE

Accounting practices are shaped by the economic environment and organizational institutions and can in turn trig
ger changes to those very environments and institutions (Baker and Rennie 2017; Lee 1990; Soll 2014). The questions 
of “through what means” and “for what reasons” accounting systems change remain, nonetheless, central concerns. 
Indeed, organizations have been shown to struggle when implementing reforms or actively resisting them, as evidenced 
by historical cases and contemporary debates.

Two core theoretical traditions dominate this kind of analysis. On one hand, institutional theory, which empha
sizes isomorphic pressures, legitimacy-seeking behavior, and structural conformity (stemming from DiMaggio and 
Powell 1983; Meyer and Rowan 1977), up to more recent developments in institutional logics (Thornton and Ocasio 
2008) and institutional work (Lawrence, Suddaby, and Leca 2011; Modell 2022; Malsch and Gendron 2013). On the 
other hand, resource-dependence theory highlights power asymmetries, stakeholder control, and strategic adaptation 
to secure resources (Pfeffer and Salancik 1978). However, analysis in these studies has generally been limited to the 
impact of the institutional environment on structural conformity and isomorphism, with only limited assessment of the 
role of active agency and resistance (O’Connell, De Lange, Stoner, and Sangster 2016). Oliver (1991) provides an 
important bridge by conceptualizing a spectrum of responses (from acquiescence to avoidance, defiance, and manipula
tion) depending on the configuration of institutional pressures (see Pache and Santos 2010, 2021 for further advance
ments). A key distinction, which remains relevant to this study as well, concerns passive resistance (inertia, stability, 
institutional persistence, consistent with institutional processes) versus active resistance (deliberate concealment, defi
ance, strategic response, consistent with more active agency and resource dependence). Resistance can be spurred by 
external factors such as regulatory interventions (Xue and Zan 2012), pressures from various external actors 
(Lemarchand 2002), financial markets and funding opportunities (Bensadon 2015), or broader societal developments 
including sustainability agendas (Arroyo 2012; M€ah€onen and Palea 2024).

Historically, the lack of a clear economic rationale for change has been shown to lead to stability in accounting 
practices (Robson 2007), whereas other studies point to cognitive dissonance or overconfidence in established systems 
(Jermias 2001, 2006) or inconsistencies with organizational identity and goals (Abrahamsson, Englund, and Gerdin 
2011). However, several historical studies demonstrate that resistance may also be politically and strategically enacted 
rather than merely inertial. For instance, Hughes and Oats (2007) show how fiscal innovation under King John of 
England provoked active resistance culminating in the Magna Carta, where resistance was not passive but politically 
mobilized against perceived fiscal overreach. Research on charitable and religious institutions further illustrates how 
accounting systems serve governance and legitimacy functions, shaping how reforms are accepted or contested. 
Daniels, Braswell, and Beeler (2010) show how accounting practices in an 18th-century American charity functioned as 
mechanisms of accountability and legitimacy, while Orbay (2013) demonstrates how Ottoman waqf (charitable endow
ment) accounting systems were deeply embedded in institutional and administrative traditions, suggesting that reform 
in such settings must confront entrenched accountability logics. These contributions emphasize institutional embedded
ness and legitimacy, showing that resistance emerges from conflicts between entrenched governance arrangements and 
externally imposed controls (Walstra 2022), yet they rarely model the progressive recalibration of responses under 
changing enforcement conditions.

The Italian accounting historiography offers a particularly rich context for examining reform and resistance. 
Antonelli, Boyns, and Cerbioni (2008) document the development of accounting within Italian industrial conglomer
ates during periods of structural transformation, illustrating how management accounting evolved in response to 
broader political and economic shifts. In the public sector, Andrei, Baker, and Sargiacomo (2017) analyze early 20th- 
century Italian state accounting and the contributions of Fabio Besta, one of the fathers of Italian economia aziendale 
tradition, highlighting debates over the adoption of double entry, bureaucratic rationalization, and the tension between 
private-sector logic and public administration. These studies confirm that accounting reform in Italy was closely tied to 
state building and administrative modernization. Moreover, Antonelli and D’Alessio (2014) show that Italian account
ing history developed as a “local discipline,” shaped by language, institutional traditions, and national academic struc
tures. This insight is particularly relevant for understanding pre-unification Italy, where accounting practices were 
embedded in local charitable and religious institutions (e.g., Opere Pie (Pious Works)) rather than in centralized 
bureaucratic frameworks. Together, these studies show that charitable accounting systems embody specific governance 
logics, implying that attempts at bureaucratic standardization may generate resistance when they disrupt established 
stewardship arrangements.

Despite this rich historiography, three interrelated gaps remain. First, extant research often isolates institutional 
theory from resource dependence rather than integrating them in a dynamic framework (O’Connell et al. 2016), risking 
oversight of the interaction between legitimacy, dependence, and agency in shaping resistance. Second, although 
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empirical accounting history has addressed Italian public-sector accounting (Andrei et al. 2017) and charitable institu
tions broadly (Daniels et al. 2010; Orbay 2013), analysis of nonprofit and charitable accounting remains comparatively 
limited within the broader accounting history literature, where dominant themes have focused more heavily on public 
administration, professionalization, and cost accounting (Rappazzo, Marisca, and Sargiacomo 2024; Black, Marisca, 
Noto, Rappazzo, and Sargiacomo 2024). In particular, limited work has examined how state-driven harmonization 
efforts in the 19th century reshaped, or failed to reshape, private charitable accounting in Italy, particularly regarding 
the transition from feudal/charitable accounting to bureaucratic harmonization in southern Europe and pre-unification 
Italy. Third, although Italian accounting history has been studied across broader periods (Antonelli, Boyns, and 
Cerbioni 2009; Cinquini and Marelli 2007; Mattessich 2003; Riccaboni et al. 2006), the literature has not sufficiently 
distinguished between passive institutional inertia and active strategic resistance enacted by organizational agents, nor 
has it explicitly conceptualized how such resistance may evolve cumulatively across successive reform attempts rather 
than emerging from a single critical event. The present study addresses these gaps by tracing how resistance evolves 
across phases—from acquiescence to dismissal, concealment, and defiance—within a single longitudinal case of a 19th- 
century Italian charitable foundation. By combining institutional theory and resource dependence (Clemens and 
Douglas 2005; O’Connell et al. 2016; Oliver 1991; Pache and Santos 2010) and applying process tracing, this study 
extends conversations on institutional change, charitable accountability, agency, and the historical transformation of 
accounting systems in southern Europe.

III. RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY

Theoretical and Conceptual Framework for the Analysis

In her seminal study, Oliver (1991) argues that organizations use different tactics to cope with conflicting demands 
arising from institutional processes (e.g., regulation, isomorphism) and resource-dependence factors (e.g., interest seek
ing, competitive advantage, incompatible stakeholder expectations). Subsequent studies (Clemens and Douglas 2005; 
Pache and Santos 2010) similarly show that organizations facing multiple pressures—whether from governments, man
agers, or internal stakeholders—adopt strategic responses shaped by the antecedents and context of those pressures. 
Hereafter, we refer to Oliver’s and subsequent works jointly as the “strategic responses framework” or “SR 
framework.”

The SR framework identifies five strategies, each with several possible tactics: organizations may conform to exter
nal demands (“acquiescence” or “compromise”) or resist them through “avoidance,” “defiance,” or “manipulation.” 
The choice among these responses depends on institutional and resource-dependence factors defining the organization’s 
operating environment. Table 1 summarizes this framework, including the main strategies and their institutional 
antecedents.

As shown in Table 1, responses to external pressures, such as the demand to change an accounting system, are 
influenced by SR framework five antecedents (the “five C’s”): the cause motivating conformity, the constituents exert
ing the pressure, the content of the demand and its consistency with organizational goals, the control imposed by exter
nal actors, and the context in which the pressure occurs.

Acquiescence arises when external demands offer substantial legitimacy or economic benefits, when few and pow
erful constituents exert pressure, when the demand aligns with organizational goals, and when the organization is 
tightly controlled or dependent on the source of pressure. These conditions reflect classic processes of institutionaliza
tion, such as isomorphism and the adoption of widely diffused norms.

By contrast, nonacquiescent strategies emerge when conformity offers limited legitimacy or efficiency gains and 
when demands conflict with organizational goals: conditions consistent with resource-dependence theory. In such 
cases, organizations are unlikely to implement the change and instead adopt partial compliance, avoidance, or more 
assertive tactics such as lobbying or attempts to influence the source of pressure.

Because the SR framework is broad, the five C’s may not always fully align, producing gray areas in which 
responses are mixed or shift over time (Clemens and Douglas 2005; Pache and Santos 2010; O’Connell et al. 2016). 
Nonetheless, the framework provides a useful lens for interpreting how strategic responses arise from conflicting stake
holder pressures.

Following this conceptual framework, we argue that strategic responses differ according to the specific antecedents 
shaping the pressure. Figure 1 presents the conceptual model used to interpret each phase of organizational change 
described in the next section.
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Methodology

We use a historical case study to provide empirical evidence on how organizations respond to conflicting pressures 
to change their accounting practices, either by conforming or resisting. Indeed, accounting history cases often provide 
valuable insights into contemporary accounting issues (Lee 1990; McWatters 1998; Parker 2015). To do so, we use pro
cess tracing to analyze the diachronic evolution of the accounting system of a territorially relevant organization under 
the pressure of public policy and powerful internal stakeholders.

Process tracing is a qualitative tool for identifying descriptive and causal relationships from a sequence of events 
(Beach 2017; Bennett 2010; Collier 2011). It examines “diagnostic pieces of evidence” that help confirm or disconfirm 
alternative explanations and focuses on the mechanisms linking hypothesized causes and outcomes (Collier 2011; 
Bennett 2010). In short, the method involves (1) selecting a case that can illustrate a social phenomenon; (2) identifying 
the process of change and its potential causal mechanisms; (3) analyzing historical sources to divide the phenomenon 
into phases; (4) hypothesizing links between pressures (e.g., imposed accounting reforms) and organizational responses; 
and (5) interpreting evidence through a theoretical lens—in our case, the SR framework’s five Cs—to evaluate causal 
claims. Evidence is assessed using Collier’s (2011) levels of clues (straw-in-the-wind, jump-through-the-hoop, smoking 
gun, doubly decisive).

Our case is Compagnia di San Paolo, a Catholic foundation and charity founded in 1563 in Turin that later devel
oped into both the modern foundation of the same name and a major European banking group (Intesa Sanpaolo). We 
examine CSP’s accounting changes from roughly 1815 to 1854 in response to pressures from the government and inter
nal stakeholders. This represents a “typical case” in Beach’s (2017) sense: both contextual conditions (i.e., pressures to 
change) and outcomes (strategies of resistance or acquiescence to change) are present, enabling generalizable insights. 
CSP’s significance in the Kingdom of Sardinia, which is presented in the case study below, its management of elite fam
ily assets, and its continuity to the present make it an ideal setting. Its archive is exceptionally well preserved and digi
tized, offering rich “fingerprints” for reconstructing causal processes. Accordingly, this study contributes to the 
evolving accounting history literature that grounds itself in digitized or digitalized archives (e.g., Kuter, Sangster, 
Gurskaya, and Petrash 2025; Power and Brennan 2025).

To ensure transparency in the application of process tracing, we clarify the criteria guiding document selection. 
Details on the archival sources (namely, the CSP digital and physical archive and the State Archives of Turin (AST)) 
are reported in Appendix A. The analysis focuses on primary sources directly related to the implementation, discussion, 
or contestation of accounting reforms between 1815 and 1854. Documents were selected according to three criteria: (1) 
temporal relevance to the identified reform phases; (2) explicit reference to accounting procedures, reporting formats, 
or governance decisions; and (3) cross-verifiability with other archival materials (e.g., ordinati (i.e., administrative deci
sion reports), royal decrees, ministerial audit reports, and financial reports such as budget and final statements). Where 
documentary gaps were identified, such as the absence of balance sheets for specific years, we cross-checked surround
ing administrative records and subsequent governmental correspondence to assess whether the absence reflected archi
val loss or potential strategic noncompliance.

This approach helps bridge the gap between historical context and modern theoretical understanding. The hypoth
esis that external pressure to change accounting practices triggers specific strategic responses is tested by interpreting 
documentary evidence in light of established theory (in line with the approach proposed by Collier 2011). Accordingly, 
we use the SR framework to guide the process-tracing analysis and validate our interpretations of how CSP adopted or 
resisted accounting reforms across different phases.

FIGURE 1 

Conceptual Framework 
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IV. CASE STUDY AND INTERPRETATION OF FINDINGS

Introduction to the Case Study and Institutional Presentation

CSP has been a charitable organization with religious roots, established in 1563 in the city of Turin, in the context 
of the Counter-Reformation and during a period of great economic and social decline in the territory. At that time, the 
main purpose of CSP was to support the striving population, decimated and impoverished by the Spanish and French 
wars in Piedmont (Aimerito 2017; Colombo 2013; Dowe 2001). At the same time, its hidden purpose was the Catholic 
Counter-Reformation, to counter the spread of Luther’s theses and Protestantism. In the following decades, to better 
support the poor and to fight against widespread usury, CSP founded a charity bank to grant small loans against a 
pledge (Monte di Piet�a (Mount of Piety)) and a welfare organization to support and empower the poor, creating jobs 
and workplaces and granting financial support (Ufficio Pio (Pious Office)). CSP also founded the Church of the Holy 
Martyr, the Charity Hospital, and Hospital de Pazzi for the mentally handicapped. Since the middle of the 17th cen
tury, CSP has been entrusted with the management of the city’s public debt, and its financial activity grew exponen
tially as the recipient of legacies and donations from the city’s elite (Colombo 2013).

Thanks to careful, accurate management that respected the confraternity’s religious purposes, CSP was able to 
make exemplary use of its talents. CSP’s human capital, wealth, assets, and heritage made it a point of reference for 
Turin and the Kingdom of Savoy across social, charitable, financial, and economic spheres (Colombo 2013). At the 
beginning of the 18th century, CSP became the city’s most important manager of heritage, financial resources, and real 
estate, as well as a landmark of the territory.

Then, profound changes occurred over the next two centuries in Europe’s cultural, geopolitical, philosophical, 
human, and economic landscape (Bianchi and Merlotti 2013). These significant mutations also caused CSP to stagnate 
and experience a period of internal turbulence. By the end of the 18th century, it enjoyed an excellent social and politi
cal position. However, during the Napoleonic period, its power diminished as it was dismantled and forced to hand 
over its wealth and assets to the government. After the Congress of Vienna, CSP was reinstated in 1814. Following a 
period of organizational instability, it gradually regained its former power (Bianchi and Merlotti 2013).

Our case study focuses on the early 19th century. At that time, Turin was the capital of the Kingdom of Sardinia. 
Between 1836 and 1853, certain legislative acts had a profound impact on the behavior and internal organization of 
CSP, particularly in 1836 and 1851 (Aimerito 2017). In 1853, CSP was eventually forced to separate its lending and 
charity activities into two entities, Monte di Piet�a (Mount of Piety) and Opere Pie (Pious Works), on the basis of previ
ous internal regulations (Aimerito 2017; Bianchi and Merlotti 2013). Historical sources for this case and a brief descrip
tion of the Kingdom of Sardinia’s accounting system are provided in Appendix A and Appendix C. A glossary of 
relevant Italian terms and their translations is provided in Appendix B.

The following sections describe the various stages of the case, as identified through the process-tracing methodol
ogy and historical sources, summarized in Figure 2.

Phase 1: From the Restoration to the Royal Decree (1815–1836)

Description of Events

The first phase of the case study covers the reinstatement of CSP’s power after the Congress of Vienna until the 
first Royal Decree in 1836. At the beginning of the 19th century, CSP was still managing the legacies and donations of 
the largest families (Colombo 2013). These families exerted significant external pressure on CSP’s activities and expen
ditures. From a managerial standpoint, CSP was subject to pressure from strategic stakeholders with significant interest 
in its activities and pervasive influence over its decisions, in terms of both legitimacy and reputation. Families could 
“vote with their feet” and withdraw their inheritances from CSP’s management.

In the initial phase, CSP accounting system was designed on the basis of internal information needs and was 
intended to manage accounts for endowing families. For each family’s heritage, bequest, or donation, CSP pursued a 
related charitable activity (Bianchi and Merlotti 2013; Colombo 2013). Consequently, CSP was held accountable for its 
actions and the outcomes for each family or donor. According to the theoretical framework, a single source of pressure 
on the accounting system can be identified in this phase: the endowing families’ requirement for CSP accountability in 
managing funds. This led to the adoption of an accounting system that would provide the families with information on 
the status of activities.

During this phase, CSP accounting operated on a cash basis to meet its internal accountability needs. It explained 
actions and reported results separately for each charity activity and funder. The accounting documents produced were 
the ledger and journal book, which recorded operations during the year, as well as a final report, the State of Accounts, 
for each charity. The State of Accounts consisted of a statement of cash flows (“Conto reso alla Compagnia di San 
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Paolo dal Tesoriere Gaetano Gianotti dell’esatto e del pagato per conto delle sotto elencate Opere ed Eredit�a per tutto 
l’anno”; e.g., Archivio Storico della Compagnia di San Paolo (ASFCSP) 1830; Figure 3) and a balance sheet of capital, 
income, obligations, and expenses (“Stato dei Capitali, Redditi, Obblighi e Spese Annuali delle Opere ed Eredit�a”; e.g., 
Archivio Storico della Compagnia di San Paolo (ASFCSP) 1831; Figure 4). CSP reported receivables and payables, 
including details of bad debts. These statements were unique in that they were prepared as an accountant’s report to 
properly manage each legacy and asset and to meet the related families’ expectations, as shown in Figures 3 and 4.

Such an accounting and reporting system has been in place since the first legislative act was promulgated in 1836, 
forcing an abrupt change in CSP’s accounting system.

Interpretation of Events

Evidence from the cited sources shows that the Phase 1 accounting system was intended for managing heritage and 
general activities. Accordingly, we interpret this system as being fully compliant with the families’ request to be 
informed of the results of activities related to their heritage. CSP accounting system categorized activities, revenues, 
and expenses for each heritage. The SR framework identifies compliance as “conscious obedience to or incorporation 
of values, norms, or institutional requirements. The elaboration of structural or administrative complexity in response 
to environmental complexity is one example of structural compliance” (Oliver 1991, 152). Thus, according to the SR 
framework, we find the strategic response of compliance (with the families’ requests) consistent with the theoretical pre
diction for the following reasons.

First, the demand for financial information originated from the primary source of funding: the families whose lega
cies provided CSP with financial resources. Accordingly, the reasons for implementing the required accounting system 
were highly beneficial in terms of legitimacy and economic efficiency. By complying with the request, CSP could 
increase its legitimacy in the eyes of the families and continue its activities. Furthermore, the demand came from a few 
constituents (i.e., the group of families that constitute CSP’s main source of funding). Without the families’ support, 
CSP would not have been able to continue its activities, making it highly dependent on this source. Thus, the content 
of the demand was highly consistent with the goals of both CSP and the families (which could represent a low level of 
discretion in the demand).

The high level of dependence generated strong enforcement and increased the voluntary adoption of the account
ing system because of its consistency with organizational goals. Without such an accounting system, the future context 
for CSP would have been highly uncertain (e.g., whether families would have continued to finance CSP). For this rea
son, CSP was highly interconnected with its environment, particularly through the continuous exchange of accounting 

FIGURE 2 

Process Tracing: Case Phases 

Authors’ own elaboration on historical primary sources (see Appendix A). 
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information. As shown in Table 1 and highlighted in Table 2, Phase 1, these factors lead to a theoretical prediction of 
acquiescence that is fully supported by documentary evidence. Accordingly, in line with the methodology, we support 
the view that such evidence constitutes a doubly decisive clue (Collier 2011) to validate the “acquiescence” strategy.

At a theoretical level, this first phase demonstrates that commitment to and acquiescence to donor families’ infor
mation needs (i.e., the primary funding entities for CSP) stem from specific conditions. First, the “pressure” to account 
for activities was straightforward and came from a single source. Despite many families’ contributing capital to CSP, 
they were all required to report on the results of activities similarly. This establishes the dominance of donor-based 
accountability logic. Second, since these families were the main source of capital for CSP, there was a high level of 
dependence. Third, the content of the demand was strongly aligned with CSP’s organizational goals and identity. 
Accounting was not perceived as an external imposition, but rather as an integral mechanism for fulfilling CSP’s mis
sion. Finally, this alignment was not episodic; it reflected a long-standing, repeatedly reinforced accountability relation
ship with the same constituents. Over time, this institutionalized the donor-based logic and lowered the scope for 
friction or contestation when accounting practices were reproduced.

More generally, this case phase shows that acquiescence (i.e., conformity of the accounting system to certain provi
sions) is a strategic response that requires cultural alignment of values and information needs (Oliver 1991), thereby 
reducing internal contestation and lowering the likelihood of resistance (Pache and Santos 2010). On the contrary, this 
also suggests that externally imposed changes may disrupt such conditions when the requests challenge embedded 
accountability logics or the system of values. Therefore, caution is necessary, as the actual response to imposed chal
lenges is likely to depend not only on formal resource dependence, but also on how actors reflexively engage with, or 
remain habitually attached to, prevailing identities and institutionalized practices (Modell 2022).

FIGURE 3 

Phase 1: Excerpt from the Financial Statement of 1830—Balance Sheet Extract 

Source: ASFCSP (1830). Reproduced under the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License (CC BY 4.0), https://creativecommons.org/ 
licenses/by/4.0/ 
(The full-color version is available online.)  
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Phase 2: The Royal Decree (1836–1839)

Description of Events

In 1836, King Carlo Alberto of Sardinia issued the first decree to regulate the accounting systems of local charities 
(AST 1836). This Royal Decree was a milestone for local charity accounting systems, requiring them to adopt a stan
dardized reporting method after several years—at least 12 years since the Congress of Vienna in 1814—during which 
each entity kept accounts using a personalized, unique method. The decree was accompanied by an instructional docu
ment (AST 1837) to help organizations implement it.

The 1836 Royal Decree (AST 1836; see Appendix A) represented a complete revolution for CSP 
accounting system, at least in terms of regulation. King Carlo Alberto aimed to harmonize the accounting 
systems of various charitable organizations to gain a clearer picture of the assets and property managed by 
“nonprofit organizations” operating in the territory (AST 1841) by adopting the rules used for public-sector 
accounting.

The official motivation of the decree was to extend the informational benefits of a uniform accounting system to 
each organization. At the same time, it was an effective way for the king to control those organizations’ power and 
influence how they use their heritage and wealth (AST 1836).

The entire decree comprises 46 sections that enforce the “harmonization” process of accounts. The first 
part (sections 1–9) contains transitional rules for the new accounting system, including the administrations 
involved and the mandatory documents to be presented. The subsequent sections detail the specific roles 
and responsibilities of the treasurer, accountants, secretary, the province’s special committee, and the con
gregation’s board of directors. Treasurers’ accounts were to be closed on March 31 of each year and sub
mitted to the province’s special committee for approval. Specific indications were given regarding contracts 
of sale, purchase, exchange, or transaction and legacies, bequests, or donations of any kind, which, in gen
eral, had to be approved by the king.

FIGURE 4 

Phase 1: Excerpt from the Financial Statement of 1831—Example of the Account to the Scarnafiggi Family 

Source: ASFCSP (1831). Reproduced under the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License (CC BY 4.0), https://creativecommons. 
org/licenses/by/4.0/ 
(The full-color version is available online.)  
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The same was true for establishing a new charity; it had to be submitted to the king for approval. The secre
tary of the interior had the authority to exempt individual charities from the decree’s obligations, allowing them 
to continue achieving their goals. The decree was supplemented by a royal patent that provided instructions for 
establishing and implementing the accounting and management systems for the charities (AST 1837). The Royal 
Patent of Instructions consisted of 200 clauses divided into two sections, or titles. The first title, from the first to 
the 10th chapters, regulated the management of the charities, while the second, from the 11th to the 17th chap
ters, concerned accounting practices. Various facsimile reports were attached to the royal patent to support and 
illustrate the requirements of the decree.

According to a later report from 1841 by the secretary of state for internal affairs (AST 1841), the reform had sev
eral positive aims: (1) achieving the “number, quality, destination, and balance sheet” of all the kingdom’s charities; (2) 
verifying and reconstructing their financial situation and regularity; (3) partially eliminating the dangers of carelessness 
or falsification in transactions relating to the institute’s finances; (4) increasing the “capital” and “income” from collect
ing assessed claims and liabilities; (5) adhering more closely to donors’ wills and uplifting the poor; and (6) spreading 
public confidence in private charity, consequently improving it with the growth of liberality in its favor (Colombo 
2013). The kingdom could certainly obtain more information from the charities, since they had to use the standardized 
budget and balance sheet models set out in the decree and patent. Moreover, the decree helped adopt the necessary cor
rective measures.

However, the reform was not well received by CSP and other charities (AST 1841), because they had organized 
their accounting according to their internal needs and donor requirements. The balance sheets for 1837–1839 are miss
ing from CSP archives, which are otherwise well organized and nearly complete historical accounting documents dating 
back to at least the 17th century.

Interpretation of Events

In this case, the lack of documents can, albeit cautiously, represent CSP’s intention to conceal the nonadoption of 
the Royal Decree. This evidence provides a necessary but insufficient clue to determine causality between the Royal 
Decree and the lack of documentation (Collier 2011). The absence of balance sheets for the years 1837–1839 must be 
interpreted cautiously. Archival gaps may result from loss, misclassification, or preservation issues rather than inten
tional concealment. However, this period is characterized by a high degree of archival completeness before and after 
the decree, as well as in the related administrative records. For example, the ordinati (administrative decision reports) 
for 1837 and 1839 clearly document several instances of balance sheets and expense statements that were not published 
or approved separately by the ministry as official statements. Furthermore, the subsequent royal audit explicitly 
addressed the delayed or incomplete adoption of the new accounting system (AST 1841). Taken together, these ele
ments suggest that the absence may reflect a deliberate omission consistent with a strategy of dismissal rather than for
tuitous archival loss.

Indeed, auxiliary interpretation from the SR framework supports the hypothesis of the Defiance strategy 
through the Dismissing tactic.1 From a theoretical perspective, such a strategic response is consistent with its ante
cedents. In this case, the families’ pre-existing demand persisted, but there was pressure to deviate from the existing 
accounting model. This resulted in lower legitimacy and efficiency than before. Accordingly, the government’s 
demand was added to that of the families, thereby increasing the number of constituents. However, CSP’s depen
dence on the government was moderate because the level of control was reduced, and the content of the demand 
was perceived as discretionary. Additionally, the consistency of the request with organizational goals was much 
lower than in the previous model. From a control standpoint, legal enforcement was present in the form of a law, 
but active government control was lacking, resulting in the absence of enforcement and the voluntary diffusion of 
norms. Finally, the demand originated from an entirely different context. CSP had fewer connections with the gov
ernment than with the families, whether active or passive. In fact, the government was unaware of CSP’s or chari
ties’ financial results. Because of the lack of control, CSP did not feel insecure about failing to make the required 

1 We interpret the concealment of traces as such a dismiss tactic, as opposed to an avoid-concealment tactic, according to the theoretical framework. 
In fact, as reported by Oliver (1991, 153, 154, 156), avoidance strategies are defined as “the organizational attempt to preclude the necessity of con
form…Concealment tactics involve disguising nonconformity behind a facade of acquiescence,” while dismissing corresponds to a “form of resis
tance to institutional processes…Dismissing, or ignoring institutional rules and values, is a strategic option that organizations are more likely to 
exercise when the potential for external enforcement of institutional rules is perceived to be low or when internal objectives diverge or conflict very 
dramatically with institutional values or requirements.” That is precisely the case for Phase 2 of our case study.
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changes, as the disadvantages were present but unlikely. As Oliver (1991, 156) put it, “the likelihood of ‘getting 
caught’ is very low.” According to the theoretical framework shown in Table 2, Phase 2, the lack of documents can 
support the claim that CSP decided to dismiss implementation while concealing evidence of disobedience. 
However, in line with the interpretive nature of historical process tracing, we interpret this evidence as indicative 
rather than definitive.

This second phase demonstrates how externally imposed reforms can disrupt stable accountability systems, 
prompting a transition from acquiescence to strategic resistance. The Royal Decree introduced competing institutional 
demands that conflicted with CSP’s established, donor-based accountability logic. In contrast to Phase 1, in which 
legitimacy, dependence, and goal alignment favored conformity, the reform altered the configuration of institutional 
antecedents. Consistency with organizational identity decreased, the multiplicity of constituents increased, and enforce
ment remained formally present but weakly operationalized. This configuration increases the likelihood of resistant 
responses, such as dismissal, when the perceived probability of sanction is low. The emergence of competing institu
tional demands without strong internal representation of the new logic reduces the organization’s incentives to accom
modate the reform, favoring instead symbolic or selective engagement. Despite the absence of empirical evidence based 
on budget and final reports during this period, Phase 2 suggests that the negotiation of accounting reforms by organiza
tions depends on how new regulatory pressures interact with established accountability structures, especially when 
enforcement capacity and identity alignment are weak. This phase reveals the beginning of a resistance process, 
whereby a low-enforcement reform clashes with a deeply embedded accountability system, triggering selective disen
gagement rather than immediate confrontation. This interpretation is further reinforced by the subsequent evolution of 
the exchange described in Phase 3, in which the interaction between CSP and the state becomes more explicit and 
structured.

Phase 3: Interim (1839–1848)

Description of Events

In the third phase, in 1839, the king requested an audit to evaluate the implementation of the decree (AST 1841). 
Consequently, the chief of CSP (rector) proposed accounting norms in an instructions document (“Istruzioni del 
Rettore Conte Giuseppe Provana di Collegno, sul modo di tenersi la contabilit�a delle diverse Opere Pie della 
Compagnia” (“Instructions by the Rector, Count Provana of Collegno, about the way of accounting for CSP 
Charities”), Archivio Storico della Compagnia di San Paolo (ASFCSP) 1839). Figure 5 shows the original instructions, 
transcribed and translated in Appendix D.

These instructions were a short, nine-paragraph document that was very practical and technical. They 
required separate balance sheets for each charity showing income and expenses. The portion determined by the 
board was to be recorded in the liabilities section for common expenses, repairs, and the use of available profits. 
Extraordinary expenses were recorded as a reduction of profits in the annual portion. The general balance sheet 
had to be used in the partial balance sheets to facilitate the relationship and comparison between them. It was 
expected that the same article from the general balance sheet would be used in the partial balance sheet so that 
they would correspond. The accounting system resulting from the provisions of the law and the chief became a 
rational management system (Puddu et al. 2021; Rainero, Migliavacca, Puddu, and Modarelli 2018) based on 
financial management. Each decision-making process was supported by documentary evidence: (1) the budget 
(forecast statement) for the “programming” phase, (2) daily bookkeeping of ledgers and journals for the “execu
tion” phase, and (3) the final annual report for the “control” phase. The fiscal year began on April 1 of each 
year, and the final reports were due on March 31 of the following year. Figure 6 shows the structure of the final 
reports in accordance with the previously indicated royal secretary’s form.

In a later document, the Ministry of the Interior reported to the king about the effects of the Royal Decree in the 
kingdom (AST 1841). The new CSP’s accounting methods were not criticized, either because they were supposedly in 
accordance with the decree or because most similar organizations did not apply the decree at all. The Fellows’ Council 
(i.e., the Board of Directors) discussed this document at least twice. The development of the document is not recorded 
in the archives, but it is cited in other official documents (e.g., Archivio Storico della Compagnia di San Paolo 
(ASFCSP) 1840b). The instructions allowed CSP to continue accounting for each charity as before the decree, thus 
complying with the Royal Decree of 1836. No other historical references to the application of the new accounting 
model were found in the ordinati (administrative decision reports), although the reports and accounting model 
changed.
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Interpretation of Events

In the third phase, CSP adopted a strategic response of avoidance through concealment, as reported in the previous 
paragraph. They did this by “window dressing” the accounting system and adopting only a façade of compliance. The 
instructions (ASFCSP 1839) are a “smoking gun” for our process-tracing methodology (Collier 2011), which validates 
our hypothesis.

Furthermore, this strategy is supported by the theoretical framework, as demonstrated in Table 2 (Phase 3). The 
pressure has not changed in terms of its demands or causes, and the legitimacy and efficiency gained through adopting 
the reform remained unchanged. At the same time, dependence on the government increased slightly as penalties could 
now be applied effectively. In light of the audit threat, adopting practices to “window dress” the accounting system and 
create the appearance of conformity was moderately consistent with organizational goals. However, it is important to 
note that increased government control led to a greater perception of coercion. This generated reluctant compliance, 
although it was effective in concealing noncompliance. Consequently, government-led active control increased uncer
tainty about CSP’s future because of noncompliance while simultaneously strengthening CSP’s relationship with the 
government.

Phase 3 reveals a shift in response to mounting governmental scrutiny, evolving from initial dismissal to a more 
deliberate avoidance strategy. The introduction of audit oversight shifted the balance of institutional factors without 
fully realigning accountability logics. Although the reform’s content continued to conflict with CSP’s donor-based 
accounting regime, the escalation of perceived enforcement increased the costs of outright defiance. Increased enforce
ment and uncertainty made dismissal less viable, rendering concealment a more strategically adaptive response (Oliver 
1991). A lack of strong internal representation of governmental logic prevented full compromise, and the persistence of 
donor-based accountability logic constrained genuine compliance. The result was negotiated façade conformity: selec
tive adaptation that preserved core internal practices while symbolically accommodating external expectations.

More broadly, this phase underscores that organizational responses to accounting reform are not fixed outcomes 
of a given institutional configuration, but rather, they evolve as the intensity of enforcement, monitoring mechanisms, 
and interorganizational exchanges change over time. The transition from dismissal (Phase 2) to concealment (Phase 3) 
reveals a process of strategic recalibration in which CSP tested the boundaries of regulatory control and adjusted its 
response accordingly. This supports the argument that negotiating externally imposed reforms is path dependent and 
cumulative. It is shaped by the dynamic interaction between institutional pressure and entrenched accountability struc
tures rather than static antecedent conditions.

FIGURE 5 

Phase 3: Instructions of Provana’s Count, Rector of CSP in 1839—Translated Transcript in Appendix D

Source: ASFCSP (1839). Reproduced under the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License (CC BY 4.0), https://creativecom
mons.org/licenses/by/4.0/  
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FIGURE 6 

Phase 3: Excerpt from Annual Report of 1840 

Source: Archivio Storico della Compagnia di San Paolo (ASFCSP) (1840a). Reproduced under the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 
International License (CC BY 4.0), https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/ 
The adopted form is the same as the one provided in the Royal Patent of 1837 (AST 1837).  
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Phase 4: The Springtime of the Peoples (1848–1854)

Description of Events

After 1839, CSP maintained the accounting practices introduced during the audit period for at least a few years. 
However, previous historical studies link the reform of the Royal Decree of 1836 and CSP’s experience to an anticipa
tion of the 1848 contests and movements and to preparation for the effects of the two later laws of 1851 and 1853 
(Aimerito 2017).

The period between 1848 and 1854 was generally considered a time of “transformation” (Aimerito 2017). It began 
with the European Springtime of the Peoples, a series of youth movements that resulted in profound reforms to the 
continent’s national systems (Dowe 2001). From CSP’s perspective, after a period of contrasts, attacks, and revenge, 
the king seized the charity’s assets and activities, allowing only the continuation of religious functions and practices. 
This situation occurred in a historical context characterized by the Savoy government’s strong push toward the secular
ization of religious bodies and charities. This process began with measures against the Jesuits in 1848 and continued 
with the Cavour-Rattazzi law of 1855 (No. 878) and the Crispi law of 1890 (No. 6972).

Importantly, on July 19, 1848, Parliament presented a bill to suppress CSP of San Paolo. CSP was considered too 
Jesuitical and was accused of mismanaging its assets and charities (Stella 1974). In response, CSP required an extensive 
investigation (Archivio Storico della Compagnia di San Paolo (ASFCSP) 1848) to verify the validity of the allegations. 
The Committee of Inquiry was appointed on July 26, 1848. CSP provided all its documentation, and the analysis 
revealed no data to support the parliamentary accusations (Aimerito 2017). The accounts were kept in accordance with 
the Royal Decree of 1836, with some minor improvements. The only accusation addressed to CSP concerned the inade
quacy (or outdated nature) of its statute and internal rules. CSP was essentially a religious organization, and for this 
reason, it was deemed insufficient to oversee the management of one of the state’s most important assets and financial 
endowments in terms of size (AST 1841).

Although CSP expressed its willingness to adapt its rules to the needs of the times, a Royal Decree on October 30, 
1851, marked the birth of the Central Directorate for the Charitable Works of Compagnia di San Paolo (AST 1851a). 
This decree also marked the end of direct management of activities by religious members, who were left with “exclusive 
competence only for purely religious practices” (Aimerito 2017).

The Royal Decree established that the society’s governing body would comprise 25 members appointed by the 
Turin City Council and 15 confreres nominated by CSP (AST 1851b). This meant that CSP was deprived of its assets 
and charitable works, reducing it to a mere religious fraternity. Interestingly, for our case study, the same Royal 
Decree required the adoption of the state’s public-sector accounting system to determine revenues from CSP activities 
because of its large financial endowment and precedent of opaque financial reporting. However, unlike the Royal 
Decree of 1836, the 1851 decree subtly requested a change in accounting principles rather than directly imposing them. 
It alluded to using the revenues for public interest and managing the Monti di Piet�a with the local government of Turin 
(AST 1851a). CSP responded by passively refusing to name the 15 confreres (Archivio Storico della Compagnia di San 
Paolo (ASFCSP) 1851b) and presenting a series of irrelevant remarks in Parliament, thanking the confreres’ defense, 
who occupied prominent positions in the legal field (Archivio Storico della Compagnia di San Paolo (ASFCSP) 1851c).

Interpretation of Events

In this fourth phase, CSP’s behavior was one of direct defiance and challenge to the demand to change its organiza
tional and accounting systems. Documentary evidence shows that CSP adopted active and passive strategies to avoid 
implementing the decree, blatantly refusing to accept the reform. Accordingly, we interpret the documentary evidence 
as doubly decisive (Collier 2011) in validating our hypothesis.

Had CSP agreed to fulfill the government’s requests, it would have changed the way it conducted its activities 
entirely (as actually happened a few months later; see below). In this sense, the demands for change were inconsistent 
with increased legitimacy and efficiency in the eyes of CSP’s managers. Dependence on the source can be deemed “low” 
because, had CSP applied the required changes, the old management would have been replaced entirely by a 
government-appointed one. Consistency with management’s organizational goals was low because of the threat of 
replacement, which was perceived as entirely discretionary and driven by political views (e.g., Aimerito 2017). The level 
of coercion can be deemed low because management would have been replaced if they had adopted the reform. If man
agement did not adopt the reform, it would be replaced anyway. Therefore, the management’s willingness to adopt this 
norm was minimal. Last, management’s ties to the government were minimal. Furthermore, since adopting or not 
adopting the mandated change would entail replacing CSP managers, the level of uncertainty was low despite the nega
tive outcome.
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As shown in Table 1, the most viable responses in this case would be defiance or manipulation of the sources of 
pressure, given the low consistency between the request and management values and the higher constraints on change. 
However, manipulation strategies were not feasible because CSP management members lacked the power and opportu
nity to become part of the pressure source. This reflects a broader political context: the 1848 revolutions, also known as 
the “Springtime of the Peoples,” which undermined the legitimacy of religious institutions and beliefs. As no effective 
power could be exerted to manipulate Parliament or the king, as identified in Table 2, Phase 4, defiant behavior was the 
most sensible challenge.

This refusal led to the issuance of a series of royal decrees in 1852 and 1853 (Aimerito 2017), resulting in a complete 
change in CSP management and the foundation’s name. Figure 7 shows the balance sheet after the reforms and all 
royal decrees mentioned thus far, which granted the local government of Turin power over CSP.

Theoretically, Phase 4 represents the culmination of the progressive breakdown of negotiations over an externally 
imposed reform. The events of this phase did not occur in a vacuum and cannot be fully separated from the govern
ment’s previous attempts to change the CSP accounting system and gain power over it. Phase 4 demonstrates that the 
negotiation of externally imposed accounting reforms is a cumulative and path-dependent process. Early accommoda
tion, selective avoidance, and façade compliance influence later opportunities for resistance. Ultimately, the trajectory 
of reform is determined by the evolving interaction between regulatory coercion, resource dependence, and the 
embeddedness of organizational accountability structures. The 1851 decree fundamentally altered the nature of the 
conflict. What was initially a dispute over accounting harmonization became a direct intervention into governance and 
control. The reform concerned not just procedural adaptation, but also the displacement of religious leadership and 
the redefinition of CSP’s institutional role. This shift transformed the reform from a negotiable technical adjustment 
into an existential challenge. Unlike earlier phases, when CSP recalibrated its response as enforcement mechanisms 
evolved, this reform posed an existential challenge. When institutional demands are perceived as highly inconsistent 
with organizational values, and when accommodation no longer preserves meaningful autonomy, overt defiance 
becomes the most viable strategic response (Oliver 1991). This phase also demonstrates the limitations of strategic 
adjustment under conditions of deep institutional embeddedness. Where accountability logics are materially and sym
bolically entrenched, reforms implying organizational displacement activate resistance that is oppositional, not merely 
tactical (Modell 2022; Lawrence et al. 2011).

V. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

This study traces the four phases of accounting reform at Compagnia di San Paolo from 1815 to 1854. It reveals 
how organizations negotiate externally imposed changes that clash with their established accounting and reporting 
practices for corporate actions. As discussed in the introduction, accounting encompasses more than technical book
keeping; it influences organizational identity, power relations, and economic behavior while simultaneously being influ
enced by them (Lee 1990; Miller and Power 2013; Burns and Scapens 2000). CSP’s experience illustrates this dynamic 
well: when the Royal Decree of 1836 mandated a standardized public-sector accounting system, CSP initially outrightly 
resisted (purportedly concealing its records) because the reform offered no legitimacy benefits and directly threatened 
its donor-based accountability system. This system underpinned CSP’s identity and stakeholder relationships. Under 
audit pressure, the company shifted to strategic concealment, adopting a façade of compliance while preserving its core 
practices. When the 1851 reform escalated from procedural demands to existential displacement (overtaking the com
pany’s religious governance, which had existed for four centuries), outright defiance became the only meaningful 
response, albeit one that ultimately led to the organization’s dismantling.

This case study demonstrates how mandated accounting reforms can fail or become mere symbolism when organi
zations face conflicting stakeholder pressures or when reforms threaten their identity or autonomy. More important, 
the case shows that reforms are processes shaped by prior conditions and responses rather than single events in a vac
uum and that the evolution of institutional pressures and related responses is as important as single events. This histori
cal trajectory powerfully resonates with contemporary challenges, particularly in contexts involving uniform principles 
applied to heterogeneous organizations (Cortese and Walton 2018).

Just as the Royal Decree sought uniformity without addressing conflicts of embedded accountability, today’s reforms 
often impose standardized frameworks that clash with organizational realities and pre-existing cultural values. This can 
lead to outcomes that contradict the original intent of the reforms. For example, the adoption of International Financial 
Reporting Standards (IFRS)-like fair value frameworks in financial reporting is intended to promote comparability and 
transparency, thereby enhancing firms’ productivity and durability. However, fair value frameworks have been shown to 
encourage financialized behaviors that reduce investment capacity by prioritizing “downsize and distribute” strategies 
over long-term productive investment (Lazonick and O’Sullivan 2000; Chiapello 2016; Haldane et al. 2024). Accordingly, 
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FIGURE 7 

Phase 4: Excerpt from Annual Statement of 1852 

Source: Archivio Storico della Compagnia di San Paolo (ASFCSP) (1852). Reproduced under the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 
International License (CC BY 4.0), https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/ 
(The full-color version is available online.)  
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adopting such frameworks cannot rely solely on technical harmonization. As our case suggests, reforms are more likely 
to achieve their intended goals when they align with prevailing accountability logics, are supported by resource- 
dependent structures, and involve processes that build legitimacy and reduce strategic resistance. In other words, beyond 
formal adoption, reforms require a cultural shift toward long-term value creation or institutional conditions that make 
substantive compliance legitimate and strategic. Without such alignment, imposed standards risk producing symbolic 
conformity or unintended behavioral consequences rather than the durable change they seek to foster.

Similarly, the expansion of sustainability disclosure obligations under the Corporate Sustainability Reporting 
Directive (CSRD) exposes companies, particularly small and medium-sized enterprises embedded in complex supply 
chains, to tensions between transparency requirements and competitive or cost pressures (Palea et al. 2025a). As a 
result, organizational responses vary widely, ranging from substantive cultural transformation to narrowly instrumen
tal “business case” compliance (Delmas and Burbano 2011; Huang 2022; Larcker, Tayan, and Watts 2022; Palea, 
Gordano, Miazza, Lemme, and Migliavacca 2025b), and in some cases to organized efforts advocating regulatory 
“simplification,” as illustrated by recent EU omnibus proposals (Baum€uller 2025). Consistent with the historical evi
dence presented in this study, such variation reflects the interaction between externally imposed standards and pre- 
existing accountability structures. The CSP case suggests that the order in which reforms are implemented matters. 
When alignment with new reporting principles is weak, formal adoption alone may trigger strategic adaptation rather 
than substantive change. Conversely, reforms are more likely to achieve their intended objectives when shifts in organi
zational identity, stakeholder expectations, and legitimacy structures precede or accompany regulatory intervention 
(Oliver 1991). Where such alignment is absent, organizations may respond with symbolic compliance, selective disclo
sure, or attempts to reshape the regulatory environment itself.

In this sense, the dynamics observed in 19th-century Turin illuminate contemporary debates on sustainability report
ing. Durable transformation depends on legislative mandates and the gradual embedding of new accountability logics 
within organizational practice. As Littleton (1933) recognized, accounting methods must evolve with changing circum
stances, but our case demonstrates that meaningful evolution emerges through negotiation and institutional embedding, 
not legislative imposition alone. When reforms threaten core identities rather than resonate with them, organizations will 
resist, and the resulting conflict can destroy value for the public good rather than create it (Soll 2014).

This study has some limitations that should be acknowledged. First, it relies on a single historical case. Therefore, 
the findings are analytically transferable rather than statistically representative. They provide comparative evidence for 
future studies to assess these processual patterns. Second, although process tracing allows detailed causal reconstruc
tion, interpretation depends on archival preservation and remains somewhat uncertain. Third, our analysis focuses on 
organizational responses rather than individual-level dynamics. Although specific individuals (e.g., rectors, ministers, 
monarchs) influenced decisions, a systematic prosopographical reconstruction tracing their professional identities and 
reflexive engagement with institutional contradictions would require a separate study because of the time frame 
involved. Future research combining prosopographical methods with institutional frameworks (e.g., Lawrence et al. 
2011; Modell 2022) could help explain how individual-level reflexivity accumulates into collective deliberations.

DECLARATION OF GENERATIVE AI AND AI-ASSISTED TECHNOLOGIES IN THE WRITING PROCESS

During the preparation of this work, the authors used AI-assisted technologies (MS Editor, DeepL, Grammarly, 
ChatGPT, MS Copilot, Google Gemini, and Claude AI) to revise the language and support stylistic and editorial 
refinement. After using this tool/service, the authors reviewed and edited the content as needed and take full responsi
bility for the content of the publication.
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APPENDIX A

Data Sources

We examine and analyze various levels of historical references, first to portray the external pressures and then to 
test the accounting ability to describe the actual institutional changes in CSP. We analyze documents comparatively 
and critically to identify actual accounting and organizational practices in CSP. In line with previous literature and 
methodological practices (Prior 2003), we examine both primary and secondary sources to reconstruct the process.

The primary sources examined are the historical documents of CSP related to the period between 1815 and 1859. 
These documents have been retrieved from the Digital Historical Archive of the CSP Foundation (ASFCSP; https:// 
archiviostorico.fondazione1563.it) to reconstruct the transformation process that affected the accounting practices of 
CSP. In addition, we analyzed other historical documents, mainly related to the laws that reformed the accounting and 
management system of CSP and other related legal documents. For the laws and royal decrees, we rely on the State 
Archives of Turin (https://archiviodistatotorino.beniculturali.it) and other publicly available sources. The main sources 
for this analysis are listed in Table A1, providing an open link where available (at the time of publication).

We also consider secondary sources to support the reconstruction and retrieval of primary sources. Secondary 
sources include articles and books that focus on the history of CSP during the case study period (Aimerito 2017; 
Bianchi and Merlotti 2013; Colombo 2013; Migliavacca, Rainero, and Puddu 2016). To contextualize the analysis, we 
also refer to tertiary sources to understand the context of social and accepted accounting practices at the time 
(Coronella 2007, 2010, 2015; Coronella, Lombrano, and Zanin 2013; Edwards and Walker 2020; Mattessich 2003).                                                                                                                                                                       
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APPENDIX A (continued) 

TABLE A1 

Primary Sources

Original Title Description Reference

Regio Editto no 161 del Re Carlo Alberto del 24 
Dicembre 1836 col quale S. M. prescrive per gli 
Istituti di Carit�a, e di beneficienza un sistema 
economico simile a quello in vigore nell’esercizio 
delle Regie Finanze, richiama a regole uniformi le 
Congregazioni, li Consiglj di Carit�a, e gli Uffizj di 
beneficienza e d�a altre analoghe disposizioni, 1836

Royal Decree, Kingdom of 
Sardinia, December 24, 
1836

AST (1836)

Istruzioni per l’eseguimento del Regio Editto del 24 
Dicembre 1836, 4 Aprile 1837

Instructions for the 
implementation of the 
Royal Decree, April 4, 1837

AST (1837)

Relazione a S.M. sulla situazione degli Istituti di Carit�a 
e di Beneficienza dopo l’Editto 24 Dicembre 1836, a 
cura della Regia Segreteria degli Affari Interni, 
Stamperia Reale 1841

Report from the internal royal 
secretary on assets and 
activities of charities 
operating in the kingdom

AST (1841)

Conto reso alla Compagnia di San Paolo dal tesoriere 
Gaetano Gianotti «dell’esatto e pagato per conto» 
delle sottoelencate Opere ed eredit�a per tutto l’anno 
1830, 1830

Accounting system of 
Compagnia di San Paolo: 
treasury report on income 
and expenses for all 
activities in 1830

ASFCSP (1830)

Stato dei capitali, redditi, obblighi e spese annuali delle 
sottoelencate Opere ed eredit�a, 1831

Accounting system of 
Compagnia di San Paolo: 
balance sheet, 1831

ASFCSP (1831)

Fascicolo dei Bilanci preventivi e consuntivi, 1840 Accounting system of 
Compagnia di San Paolo: 
balance sheet and budgets, 
1840

ASFCSP (1840a)

Istruzioni del rettore conte Giuseppe Provana di 
Collegno sul modo di tenersi la contabilit�a delle 
diverse Opere Pie della Compagnia, 7/6/1839

Accounting system of 
Compagnia di San Paolo: 
rector’s instructions on the 
accounting system, 1839

ASFCSP (1839)

Ordinati, 24/2/1839 to 28/6/1840 Ordinati of CSP, June 9 and 
August 28, 1839, and 
January 26 and March 18, 
1840

ASFCSP (1840b)

Nomina, da parte del Ministero dell’Interno (su 
proposta della Compagnia di San Paolo), di una 
Commissione incaricata di svolgere un’inchiesta 
intorno all’amministrazione delle diverse Opere Pie 
di detta Compagnia, oggetto di gravi accuse mosse 
loro davanti alla Camera dei Deputati, con carteggio 
relativo, 5/7/1848 to  
18/12/1848

Nomination of the inquiry 
committee, 1848

ASFCSP (1848)

Regio Decreto 30 ottobre 1851 col quale S.M. prescrive 
che la gestione della Compagnia di San Paolo sia 
affidata a 25 membri nominati dal Consiglio 
Cittadino e 15 membri dalla Compagnia stessa

Royal Decree of October 30, 
1851, by which the king 
prescribes that the 
management of Compagnia 
di San Paolo be entrusted to 
25 members appointed by 
the City Council and 15 
members by the Compagnia 
itself

AST (1851b)

(continued on next page)
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APPENDIX A (continued) 

APPENDIX B

Glossary of Italian Terms and Archival Expressions

This appendix provides translations and brief explanations of key Italian institutional, administrative, and 
accounting terms used in the paper. At first occurrence in the main text, English translations are provided with the orig
inal Italian term in brackets.

Institutional and Organizational Terms
Compagnia di San Paolo (CSP): A major charitable and religious foundation established in Turin in 1563.
Opere Pie (singular Opera Pia): Pious Works—Charitable institutions managing legacies, donations, and welfare 
activities.
Monte di Piet�a (plural Monti di Piet�a): Mount of Piety—A charitable lending institution providing small loans 
against pledges to combat usury.
Ufficio Pio: Pious Office—A welfare organization established to support and empower the poor.
Rettore: Rector—The chief administrative officer of CSP.
Confratelli: Confreres—Members of the religious confraternity governing CSP.
Direzione Centrale delle Opere Pie: Central Directorate for the Charitable Works—An administrative body estab
lished by the Royal Decree of 1851.
Statuto: Statutes—Internal organizational and governance rules.

Administrative and Governance Terms
Regio Decreto: Royal Decree—Legislative act issued by the king.
Patente Reale: Royal Patent—Official document providing detailed implementation instructions.
Segretario dell’Interno: Secretary of the Interior—Government official overseeing charities.
Commissione d’Inchiesta: Committee of Inquiry—An investigative body appointed to examine CSP governance.
Ordinati: Administrative decision records—Official archival documents recording management decisions.                                                                                                                                                                       
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TABLE A1 (continued) 

Original Title Description Reference

Atti del parlamento subalpino sessione del 1851: 
Documenti.

Decisions of the Subalpine 
Parliament, 1851

AST (1851a)

«Ordinato della Congregazione della Veneranda 
Compagnia di San Paolo» sulla decisione di astenersi 
dalle nomine dei propri rappresentanti in seno alla 
futura direzione delle Opere Pie, comprendente la 
«memoria della consulta stata letta nella precitata 
adunanza», preceduto dalla convocazione del cav. 
Luigi Armissoglio all’adunanza del 23 novembre 
(1851) nell’oratorio di San Paolo, 23/11/1851

Decision of the administrators 
of the Compagnia, in which 
the members refuse to 
nominate the internal 
representatives in response 
to the request of the Royal 
Decree of 1851

ASFCSP (1851b)

Osservazioni sulla proposta del Deputato Borella per la 
soppressione della Compagnia di San Paolo, 1851

Report and comments to the 
proposal of the dismission 
of the Compagnia

ASFCSP (1851c)

Fascicolo dei Bilanci preventivi e consuntivi, 1851 Accounting system of 
Compagnia di San Paolo: 
balance sheet and budgets, 
1851

Archivio Storico della Compagnia  
di San Paolo (ASFCSP) (1851a)

Fascicolo dei Bilanci preventivi e consuntivi, 1852 Accounting system of 
Compagnia di San Paolo: 
balance sheet and budgets, 
1852

ASFCSP (1852)

“After All, Why Shouldn’t I Keep It?” Resistance to Change in Accounting Practices: A Historical Case Study                                27 

Accounting Historians Journal 
Volume XX, Number XX, 20XX 

D
o
w
n
l
o
a
d
e
d
 
f
r
o
m
 
h
t
t
p
:
/
/
p
u
b
l
i
c
a
t
i
o
n
s
.
a
a
a
h
q
.
o
r
g
/
a
h
j
/
a
r
t
i
c
l
e
-
p
d
f
/
d
o
i
/
1
0
.
2
3
0
8
/
A
A
H
J
-
2
0
2
5
-
0
5
6
/
1
9
0
6
8
9
/
a
a
h
j
-
2
0
2
5
-
0
5
6
.
p
d
f
 
b
y
 
g
u
e
s
t
 
o
n
 
0
2
 
J
u
n
e
 
2
0
2
6



APPENDIX B (continued) 

Accounting and Reporting Terms
Bilancio: Balance sheet—A statement of financial position.
Rendiconto: Final account/annual report—A year-end financial reporting document.
Stato dei capitali, redditi, obblighi e spese annuali: Statement of capital, revenues, obligations and annual 
expenses—A detailed financial statement for each charitable activity.
Conto reso alla Compagnia di San Paolo…dell’esatto e del pagato: Treasurer’s account rendered to Compagnia di 
San Paolo of receipts and payments—An annual cash-based accounting report.
Opere ed eredit�a: Charitable works and legacies—Funds and activities tied to specific donors.
Esatto e pagato: Received and paid—Cash inflows and outflows.

APPENDIX C

Historical Context: Accounting in the Kingdom of Sardinia, 1800–1860

To better understand this case study, it is helpful to briefly summarize how the Kingdom of Sardinia accounted for 
its public finances during the period in question. As reported in the case study description, changes observed at 
the national level (i.e., in public-sector accounting) also affected CSP’s accounting system during this period. All the 
reforms imposed on CSP sought to unify the accounting systems of charitable organizations and the public sector. The 
following paragraphs are based on the work of Coronella et al. (2013), who identified the accounting methods adopted 
by the Kingdom of Sardinia during the first half of the 19th century. Initially, government accounting was mainly used 
to manage government assets and supervise public administrators. Over time, however, its role expanded to include 
critical functions such as budget preparation and financial statements, aiding financial decision-making and the man
agement of government assets and liabilities. Prior to the Napoleonic era, all pre-unification states except the republics 
of Genoa, Venice, and San Marino were absolute monarchies. These republics were ruled by oligarchies. 
Consequently, in all the other pre-unification Italian states, financial statements were not given much importance and 
were used primarily for internal control purposes, such as preventing theft and fraud by ministers and officials. 
Following the Vienna Settlement, the Kingdom of Sardinia emerged as the pre-unification Italian state with the most 
advanced accounting practices. It produced two key financial documents: the budget and the annual accounts. These 
were prepared by the Ministry of Finance using a double-entry accounting system, then discussed by the Council of 
State before being approved by the king. Two important changes were introduced in 1826 to improve the state’s finan
cial control. First, expenditure was classified as either ordinary or extraordinary and then divided into analytical cate
gories, each containing specific items. Second, limits were set to prevent expenditure from exceeding the budget 
allocation for each category. Any additional or unforeseen expenditure could be covered by transferring funds between 
budget categories, provided it receives the special approval of the State Finance Committee. In 1848, Sardinia’s politi
cal system became more democratic because of the Albertine Statute, a constitutional charter granted by King Carlo 
Alberto to prevent revolution in the kingdom. This charter gave parliament sole responsibility for approving the state 
budget, levying taxes and allocating financial resources. It also stipulated that parliamentary debates on the approval 
of the kingdom’s budget should be published for public scrutiny. In March 1848, Count Ottavio di Revel, the minister 
of finance, prepared and published a detailed report on the Kingdom of Sardinia’s economy. In 1852, Camillo Benso, 
the new minister of finance, proposed comprehensive reforms to modernize the state and increase its efficiency. 
Following these reforms, the Ministry of Finance prepared an accrual budget by consolidating the budgets of all the 
individual ministries. Influenced by Franco-Belgian practices, this document was favored over the cash-based budget 
typically used in British accounting. The reforms also stipulated that the annual state budget be submitted to the parlia
ment for approval by the end of February, ten months before the start of the fiscal year. Additionally, revenues and 
expenditures were first classified by title into ordinary or extraordinary items, and then by legal nature.
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APPENDIX D

Translation of “Rector’s Instructions” (Figure 4)

The following text has been translated from Italian, as it was written in 1839. The authors of the present paper are 
solely responsible for the translation.

Instructions from the Rector, Count Giuseppe Provana di Collegno, on how to keep the accounts of the various Opere 
Pie of the Compagnia di San Paolo—7 June 1839

Instructions on the accounting method used by the Congregation of St Paul. If approved by the Congregation 
itself, this method could be used for reporting budgets and arranging accounts for various activities (opere).

1. To ensure that the terms of each bequest are met and the wishes of the testators are fulfilled, it is essential to 
form partial balances for each activity.

2. The administration of each activity, having recognized all income included in the active part of its partial bud
get and all obligations resulting from the books of substance included in the passive part, will note the contri
bution established by the Congregation for its contribution to common expenses, other repair expenses and 
similar necessary costs for the benefit of the activity. Finally, it will note how the remaining available funds 
are to be used, but be warned that if extraordinary activities are required, they must be marked at the end of 
the partial budget, and the amount to be paid in that year must be deducted from the available funds.

3. Where possible, the partial budgets should follow the order prescribed by the general budget to be sent to the 
Royal Secretariat of State to facilitate comparison.

4. To avoid different administrations having different understandings of the nature of common expenses, which 
must be met by contributions from all activities in proportion to their respective revenues, it should be noted 
that common expenses concern the Congregation.
All the salaries of secretariat employees.
• The salaries of service personnel, including the clerk, but excluding special goods agents and porters of the houses.
• The rent for rooms occupied by the administration and archives.
• The fixed salaries of the prosecutor and the architect.
• The secretariat’s expenses, including paper, pens, ink, registers and similar items, as well as the necessities 

for the archives.
• The supply of wood, candles and similar items.
• Gratifications or subsidies for the persons mentioned in points 1 and 2.
• Minor expenses that are neither calculable nor foreseeable require an appropriate approximate fund to be 

allocated.
5. Although the activity of the pious office does not have any special rules for trades, since it is sufficiently pro

vided for with those indicated for the others, it is nevertheless advisable to draw up various partial budgets for 
this activity, in which all the bequests are gathered together and not applied to one of the other four expenses. 
This is necessary to ensure that the exact intention of the testators is carried out, even if all the income were to 
be expensed, so that the fund is sometimes left for pious use or almost zero. However, it is also important to 
bear in mind that the expenses for such bequests should not exceed the available funds.

6. Once the partial budgets have been formed using the advance warnings, it will be easy to draw up the general 
budget. This involves adding up the revenue and expenditure from each partial budget and allocating them to 
the appropriate chapter and article. This will greatly facilitate the relationship between the particular budgets 
and the general budget.

7. When the residual category has been added to the budget in the manner prescribed by the Royal Secretariat 
of State, each partial budget of an activity will also be added to the corresponding category of the residual 
portion relating to the activity itself.

8. Despite all the attention we pay to preparing the financial statements as accurately as possible, errors may still 
occur throughout the year, or disbursements may not be provided for in the statements.

9. While the Royal Secretariat of State’s extensive instructions prescribe how to settle such expenses in the 
General Account, a double-entry account will be opened as soon as the General Account has been approved, 
in correlation with the partial balances of the activities. This account must be opened at the same time as each 
mandate is issued, bringing the monthly total up to date.                                                                                                                                                       
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APPENDIX D (continued) 

Once the annual account has been completed and the balance sheet drawn up with these considerations in 
mind, it will be very easy to compile the partial accounts. After releasing all income or fixed expenditure trans
ferred from partial budgets to the general budget and taking into account the contribution to common 
expenses, the general account will only require examination of −1� articles with a difference of more or less 
than the balance. 2� any new expenses that will necessarily have to be incurred during the year and that will 
therefore be included among the unforeseen expenses. Distinguish between the first and second, allocating the 
sum belonging to each activity, in order to use this separation for future partial balance compensation.
The cost of repairing a house belonging to the “Esercizi” activity had not been included in the balance sheet, 

or had been included in an amount less than the actual cost.
Conversely, savings have been made on the repair of a farmhouse belonging to the Pious Office, an item from 

the Nicolay inheritance.
As repairs form a single article in the general budget, the economy will have been offset by new and higher 

expenditure.
However, examining the general account for each activity will show that the greater expenditure must be 

borne by one activity and the saving will benefit another.
In this way, therefore, the partial accounts will be applied, and at the end of each activity’s account, the real 

result of the funds it must have at its disposal will be determined, in accordance with the testators’ intentions. 
When necessary, the activities will also be compared with each other in subsequent balance sheets for expenses 
incurred by one of them with its own funds, when, by its nature, they should have been incurred by another.

Source: Translated from ASFCSP (1839).
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