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The Impact of a Humanitarian Disaster on the Working Approach of Accountants:
A Study of Contingent effects

Structured Abstract

Purpose — The purpose of this paper is to investigate how a humanitarian disaster as Covid-19 shapes
the working approach of accountants. This research is motivated by the call for more in-depth
analyses of how Covid-19 affects the work, role, and human condition of accountants. The study aims
to discover the contingent effects, based on the contingency theory, on accountants’ work due to a
disaster like Covid-19.

Design/methodology/approach — This is a qualitative study with an action research approach. The
research relies on semi-structured interviews and the active participation of a co-author in a
professional organisation under investigation. Data collected are analysed using thematic analysis
through an inductive interpretative approach.

Findings — The contingent shock embodies both a reactive and adaptive approach in the accountants’
professional work. From a theoretical perspective, this study identifies nine contingent phases related
to shock. The accountants’ experience helps to understand how the Covid-19 pandemic contingently
shapes the working approach of accountants with both short-term and long-term organisational
implications.

Originality/value — Based on the literature survey, this is the first study to adopt an action research
approach to engage with the complex dynamics involved in the social context of Covid-19 by
discovering the effective actions, reactions, changes and solutions to problems experienced by
professional accountants. This approach helps to build knowledge that enhances professional, and
community practises by answering the call for multidisciplinary contributions in accounting to
address the global Covid-19 crisis, its impacts, and opportunities for future research.
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1. Introduction and Background

We sense that ‘normal’ is not coming back, that we are being born into a new normal: a new kind of
society, a new relationship to the earth, a new experience of being human. Eisenstein (2011, p.20)

The global and unexpected Covid-19 pandemic, a shock that has both destroyed daily life routines
and built a basis for new human conditions bring into context this quote by Eisenstein. This
humanitarian disaster affects the practice of accounting and the role and human condition of
accountants (Gould and Arnold, 2020). This research aims to understand the impact of Covid-19 on
the working approach of accountants, by adopting contingency theory to explain the contingent
effects on accountants’ work.

Accounting for suffering has been treated by several studies on humanitarian catastrophes, such as
slavery (Oldroyd et al., 2008), the Scottish Highland Clearances (Walker, 2003), the Great Irish
Famine occurred (O’Regan, 2010), the Holocaust (Funnel, 1998), the War in Vietnam (Chwastiak,
2006), the War in Iraq and the establishment of the Provisional Coalition Authority (Chwastiak, 2008,
Cooper and Catchpowle, 2009). Barro ef al. (2020) compare Covid-19 and the Spanish Flu (1918—
1920), stating that the mortality and economic effects of Covid-19 can be derived from the world’s
experience with the Great Influenza Pandemic.

Regarding natural disasters, Agyenim-Boateng and Oduro-Boateng (2019) investigate the floods in
Ghana. Baker (2014) examines the effects of the 2005 hurricane Katrina; Taylor et al. (2014) describe
one of Australia’s worst natural disasters caused by the fires of February 2009, called ‘Black
Saturday’; and Walker (2014) investigates the American mid-western great drought of 1930. Lai et
al. (2014) highlight the social aspects of the accounting system adopted by the authorities who
managed the devastating Italian flood in November 2010. The authors concluded that the accounting
procedures activated after the disaster accentuated the damage and the emergency actions taken, and
the sense of interdependence between all the actors involved is highlighted.

Among the academic contributions to earthquakes, Shimizu and Fujimura (2010) analysed the 1923
Kanto earthquake. The authors describe the intervention of the Japanese private sector and the use of
accounting practises, emphasising their importance. Sargiacomo et al. (2014) examined the role of
accounting, and other calculation practises after a strong earthquake, showing how the use of
accounting in a disaster reduced fraud and led to an improvement in financial responsibility.
Furthermore, Sargiacomo and Walker (2020) analysed the Abruzzo’s earthquake, focusing on the
role played by individual experts working for hybrid organizations during the post-disaster recovery
and reconstruction period.

This paper is structured as follows. The next section discusses the theoretical framework of this study,
followed by insights into the method, evidence, and discussion. The final section presents the
conclusions, theoretical and practical contributions, limitations of the study, and suggestions for
further research.

2. Theoretical Framework

Contingency theory teaches that no universally appropriate accounting system can be applied equally
in all circumstances (Otley, 1980). Specific features of an accounting system rely on a particular event
which needs to be addressed by the organisation. Accordingly, specific aspects of an accounting
system should correspond with particular circumstances (Otley, 1980). Consistent with the
contingency approach, a shock generates contingent effects in an organisational context. Adapting
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the contingency framework developed by Otley (1980) (see Figure 1), this research seeks to discover
these effects and the related actions and reactions of the professional accountants’ working approach
due to the Covid-19 shock. Contingent variables, organisational design, type of accounting system,
and organisational effectiveness also characterise the framework of this study. Additionally, a shock
generates reactive and adaptive contingent effects through specific contingent phases.

[Insert Figure 1 here]

Consistent with the research purpose, contingency theory is applied in this study to understand how
the Covid-19 contingent variables change the organisational design, behavioural accounting
characteristics, and organisational effectiveness of accountants’ working approach. This change
happens through specific contingent phases to be identified through the exploration of the research
setting.

3. Method

Action research approach was developed in the mid-1940s from Kurt Lewin (1890-1947) to address
the issues in social action, through group decision and commitment to improvement (Gallos, 2006).
Arguably, “action research consists of a set of theories of changing that work to solve real problems
while also contributing to theory” (Gallos, 2006, p. 112). This method bridges the gap and combines
theory building with research on practical problems (Cunningham, 1993). Particularly, action
research explores and engages with the complex dynamics involved in any social context by
identifying effective solutions to problems experienced in unexpected situations and localised
settings. Moreover, this systematic approach helps to build a body of knowledge that enhances
professional, and community practises (Stringer, 2013). However, action research has not evolved
into a unified theory, but has resulted in disparate definitions and characterizations (Peters &
Robinson, 1984). In line with Gallos (2006), this study adopts a participatory action research,
embodying a process of systematic inquiry in which those experiencing a problem in their community
or workplace participate with researchers in deciding the focus of knowledge generation, in collecting
and analysing data, and in taking action to manage, improve, and solve their problem.

Based on this approach, the selection of the case study follows these steps. As accounting is a social
practise that influences both human and organisational behaviours, social functioning, and
development (Miller, 1994), this research focuses on the accounting profession to understand their
key role during unprecedented times and the impact of their working approach on organisations and
society. This study considers the Italian context, as Italy is one of the most affected European
countries by Covid-19 (World Health Organization, 2020). Additionally, one of the co-authors was a
CA (Chartered Accountant) in the accounting consultancy firm selected'. This opportunity helps to
examine the effects of Covid-19 from both internal and external perspectives (Quattrone, 2000).

All co-authors conducted semi-structured interviews to reduce biases arising from the professional
involvement of one co-author (Stringer, 2013). Closer working-related participants with the co-author
involved in the firm have been interviewed just by the other co-authors. The selected interviewees
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are Associate Partners of a local Italian professional accountancy organisation. They are qualified
CAs with an average work experience of 20 years in the accounting field and work as collaborators
or employees. They were invited to answer open-ended questions in semi-structured interviews. The
interview protocol was developed consistent with the research purpose. The macro-areas discussed
were background information, and information and communication technology (ICT) knowledge and
expertise, human actions and reactions, big changes, implications, and learning. During the interview
process, a reflexive approach was adopted to revise the interview structure and identify new micro-
areas of investigation. The research began the day after the declaration of the “state of emergency as
a consequence of the health risk associated with the onset of diseases deriving from transmissible
viral agents,” announced on 31 January 2020 by the Italian Prime Minister (PM).

The research lasted six months. The first round of interviews was conducted between February 2020
and May 2020 to understand the first actions and reactions resulting from Covid-19. From June 2020
to the end of July 2020, the same respondents were interviewed once again to understand the adaptive
behaviours incorporated in their working approach and the implications of this change. The
interviews were conducted through telephone, Skype calls, face-to-face interviews, and active
participation by one co-author, involved in the organisation under investigation. Interviews were
conducted in Italian and recorded, transcribed, and translated in English. Interview transcripts were
analysed on a paragraph-by-paragraph and line-by-line basis (Parker and Roffey, 1997). The data
collected were analysed using thematic analysis with an inductive approach (Braun and Clarke, 2013).
Initial codes were identified through open coding. Data were coded by allocating labels to the macro-
area, related to background information, ICT knowledge and expertise, human actions and reactions,
big changes, implications, and learning. Axial coding was conducted, where similar codes were
aggregated into nodes using NVivo 12. Themes were identified by analysing data into groups related
to the sub-themes explored in the interviews (see Appendix 1). Some units were coded to include
more than one category. The findings are interpreted based on the elements of the theoretical
framework developed. They include contingent variables, organisational design, behavioural
accounting characteristics, and organisational effectiveness.

During the pre-shock the knowledge and use of technologies, both at the personal and organisational
levels, were assessed to understand the engagement with technology for workflow. Background
information about the research context emerged, as shown in Table 1.

[Insert Table 1]
Although the self-assessment of ICT knowledge before the total lockdown is predominately high, the
use of technological tools is limited. For instance, the “Use of one work platform” (CA1l) is

mentioned and “No new technologies (working from home, file sharing, e-meetings)” (CAl) are
implemented.

4. Accountants’ response to a humanitarian disaster

The Italian darkest hour came on 9 March 2020, when the PM announced that the country was in
lockdown to contain the outbreak:



Page 5 of 20 Accounting, Auditing & Accountability Journal

cONOYULT A~ WN =

“There is no more time. I will take responsibility for these measures. Our future is in our hands |[. .
.J. I am going to sign a decree that can be summarised as follows: I stay at home. The whole of Italy
will become a protected zone.” (Giuseppe Conte, 9 March 2020).

This shock challenged the organization members to generate immediate actions.

In particular, the first days after the shock (9 March to 22 March 2020), the reactions were primarily
related to personal conditions and professional consequences. The first recorded emotions can be
classified as confusion (“Big confusion about personal, and organisational workflow”, CAl),
altruism (“Keeping everyone safe”, CAT), anger (“Anger about the information delay from
international organisations”, CA6) and fear about personal conditions (“Health conditions of the
family”, CA2; “Feeling of losing personal freedom and freedom of movement”’, CA4), working
deadlines (“Fear about meeting deadlines”, CA7), clients’ support (“How to guarantee continuous
support and help to our clients during this period”, CA2) and availability and feasibility of
technological devices.

The overall forced change of routines was driven by internal phases identified with the
implementation of action research. Nine main phases representative of a successful action plan
management of pre and post shock recovery by the accountants are identified (see Figure 2).

In particular, the “response phase” of a “disaster cycle” (Walker, 2014) in our case include also
adaptive and consolidated actions, due to the fact that the disaster is still occurring.

The intent is to develop a short-term (see 4. /. Contingent reactions) and long-term road map (see 4.2.
Adaptive contingent effects) to respond to an imperative changing environmental demand.

Hence, these phases (pre-step, destroying phase, rearranging, shaping phase, reaction, contingency
solutions, improvement, proximity, and consolidation stage) can be followed through short-and long-
term contingent solutions (Otley, 1980), with positive effects for the implementation of a new
working approach and the adaptation of accounting practises.

[Insert Figure 2]

4.1. Contingent reactions

The first experiences of the organization members during the initial reactive phase of the shock
showed how the contingent variables, such as technology availability, distribution of work, and
professional support, are essential to confront Covid-19 during their work (Otley, 1980):

“I immediately ensured that everyone could work from home, using available technology,
distribution of work, access from home to working documents, professional support, etc” (CA1)

By implementing a combined range of contingent reactions (““Creating the conditions to replace
the same previous workload”, CA3; “Essential help and support from technology and all digital
devices ”, CA4), accountants could minimize a humanitarian disaster. They immediately adopted
a different work approach, shifting the adoption of accounting practices from the worksite to the
remote working environment. Doing so, the accountants “dehumanised the crisis” (Walker, 2003),
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becoming immediately “active participants” (Lai et al., 2014) and highlighting the role of
accounting (and accounting practices) as a ‘‘key facilitating technology’’ (Lai et al, 2014, p. 599
consistent with Walker, 2014).

Apart from responding to their own “justifiable neediness” by immediately involving themselves
“physically, mentally, and emotionally” (Sargiacomo et al., 2014), accountants as “principal
accounting actors”, had the key role to assist the other actors (i.e. clients, employers etc)
(Sargiacomo et el., 2014), addressing their shock:

“Alleviating clients’ shock due to continuous legislative changes and confusion about
fragmented laws and changes in fiscal requirements” (CA9).

“Implementation of ad-hoc solutions to deal with clients’ issues related to old procedures”
(CA4).

The perception of accounting as an “important facilitator of the recovery” (Walker, 2014, p. 19) is
emphasized also from the immediate use of the accounts ( “The use of the accounts was compulsory
in order to urgently support the clients to apply for the governments financial support”, CA10).
This evidence confirms the role of the accounting to tell the truth, reducing the risk of opportunistic
behaviours (Lai et al., 2014; Sargiacomo et al., 2014) and its implementation as social and
institutional practice (Miller, 1994).

4.2. Adaptive contingent effect

The contingent shock also embodies an adaptive approach of the new work routine and organization.
Particularly, after the initial reactions, from the meetings with the organization members the adaptive
perceptions of significant changes started in “Phase 227, lasting 13 weeks (from 4 May to 31 July).
The contingent working solutions (Otley, 1980) adopted now are consolidated. Green shoots are
starting to form in terms of new working approaches, skills, and human interactions. The essential
role of the ICT devices is emphasised (“Improvements in problem-solving skills”, CA3; “More
familiarisation and engagement with ICT use”, CA6). During this phase, improvements to new work
approaches and consolidated contingency solutions are identified (Otley, 1980). The remote
environment is the new normal working approach, and new accounting practises become entrenched
(“The recording of the day-to-day financial transactions is now implemented, adopting electronic
invoices or pdf documents. I would never imagine before to close balances of ledger accounts,
prepare the trial balance and all the financial statements entirely remotely, without an infinite amount
of printed papers and in presence meetings”, CA10). These evidences empower the role of
accounting, and in particular of accounting practices, as a ‘‘key facilitating technology’’ also during
the adaptive phases (Lai et al., 2014; Walker, 2014).

Moreover, we can argue that adaptive change is based in the idea that organizations and their members
learn (Gallos, 2006, p. 107). In particular, the learning of routines is the stimulus of the adaptive
change in behavioural response (Gallos, 2006, p. 107).

However, learning is not necessarily viewed as desirable for the organization and its actors (Gallos,
2006, p. 107). Consequently, signals of permanent changes in society are perceived, with dissimilar
consequences on personal and professional relationships:
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“Negative changes in social relationships. Absence of human contact: we are not machines!
Synergising and sharing approaches are pivotal for our work. Working-life balance is
destroyed by smart-working (CA2).

“Smart-working allows more focused working approach and higher balance between work and
personal life” (CA3).

5. Concluding Remarks

The purpose of this research was to discover the effects and the related actions and reactions of the
professional accountants’ working approach due to the Covid-19 shock. This objective was pursued
by adopting contingency theory (Otley, 1980) to explain the contingent effects on accountants’ work
caused by the pandemic. The participatory action research approach focussed on semi-structured
interviews within a specific professional organisation. The data collected were examined through an
inductive interpretative approach.

Our analysis identified nine contingent phases (pre-step, destroying phase, rearranging, shaping
phase, reaction, contingency solutions, improvement, proximity, and consolidation stage), as part of
a “disaster cycle”, engaging with Walker (2014) research on the adaptive and consolidated actions.
The contingent phases identified provide a road map for other professional accountants and
organisations to address any further shocks. The reactions captured highlight the progress of work of
professional accountants without relevant difficulties or failed deadlines. Despite the fear of failure
in the professional development of work, this experience has defined a rational approach to adapting
professional activity, identifying the new normality in accounting practices. Other accountants could
follow the contingent changes determined by the Covid-19 pandemic in the reorganisation of their
professional activities.

In line with contingency theory, we argue that the observed changes have been facilitated from the
accounting practises, immediately redesigned and implemented. Our analysis has highlighted and
confirmed the potential of accounting as an “important facilitator of the recovery” for the accountants
(Walker, 2014, p. 19) and, in general, a supportive tool of the financial emergency, with the ability
to tell the truth, alleviating the risk of opportunistic behaviours (Lai et al., 2014; Sargiacomo et al.,
2014).

Also, we can confirm the role of the accountants as key actors of the shock, capable to answer to the
emotional and financial “justifiable neediness” of others (such as their clients), alleviating the
suffering (Sargiacomo et al., 2014, p. 667).

To conclude, we understand how the Covid-19 pandemic has determined relevant changes in the
accountants’ experience. Some of these changes could be considered contingent on short-term effects,
while others have long-term implications for the professional work approach. Therefore, the changes
related to the Covid-19 pandemic will determine their implications in shaping the professional
activities of accountants. The Covid-19 pandemic was the contingent, and disruptive cause for
discussing the usual accounting practises within the accounting profession. This pandemic has forced
accounting organisations to move from their comfort zone. It represents not only a contingent
situation to react and adapt in the short term but also an opportunity to establish the “new normality”
in their professional activities within the accounting domain. Therefore, we cite the words of Roy T.
Bennett (2016) “The comfort zone is a psychological state in which one feels familiar, safe, at ease,
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and secure. If you always do what is easy and choose the path of least resistance, you never step
outside your comfort zone. Great things do not come from a comfort zone.”

The contribution of this research is mainly threefold. First, it contributes to the accounting literature
on humanitarian disasters by examining how a pandemic shapes the working approach and accounting
practices of accountants considering both short-term and long-term organisational implications.
Second, it advances the contingency theory by identifying specific contingent phases that embody an
organisational shock. Third, this study advances professional accounting knowledge on contingent
organisational changes and effects.

In addition, based on the literature survey, this is the first study that adopts an action research
approach to engage with the complex dynamics involved in the professional context of Covid-19 by
discovering the effective actions, reactions, and solutions to problems experienced by professional
accountants. This approach contributes to building a body of knowledge that enhances professional,
and community practises by offering multidisciplinary contributions in accounting that address the
severe global Covid-19 pandemic, its impacts, and the opportunities for future research. Other
opportunities to verify our findings could be pursued through the analysis of large-scale professional
organisations (big and international accounting firms, or auditing firms) and extended over time to
the end of 2020 and the stabilisation of the prospected changes in the future. The limitations of this
study are mainly related to the time-space of realisation of our analysis, the number of interviews
conducted and that there was only a single case study.

Notes

1. This co-author declares that there are no conflict of interests or biases in conducting this research, and
there are no financial or personal interest in the outcomes of the research due to the nature of his/her
working activity. Moreover, according to the research ethics adopted to conduct this research, all
participants have been informed on the purpose of this research, and on the anonymous treatment of
their name and interviews’ contents. All participants have given formal written consent to being
interviewed, expressing the absence of any potential conflict of interests.

2. “Phase two starts now [. . .]. Now is the time to coexist with the virus. [. . .]. It is fundamental for each
one of us to be responsible, we must never get too close to each other, and the safety distance must be
at least one metre. If you love Italy, keep your distance’ (Italian PM Giuseppe Conte, 26 April 2020).
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Figure 1: Theoretical framework of this study

Contingent variables Reactive contingent effects
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cONOYULT A~ WN =
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Page 13 of 20 Accounting, Auditing & Accountability Journal

Table 1: ICT (Information and Communications Technology) expertise and use of technology

Participants Self-assessment of ICT Organization’s ICT expertise Use of Technology
expertise

cONOYULT A~ WN =

10 CAl High High Medium-Low
11 CA2 High High Medium

12 CA3 Medium High Medium
13 CA4 High Medium-High Low
CAS Medium Medium-High Medium
CA6 Medium-High Medium-High Medium-Low
17 CA7 High Medium Medium
18 CAS Medium Medium Medium-Low
19 CA9 High Medium-High Medium
20 CA10 High Medium Low

21 Source: Author’s elaboration
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