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Abstract 
Purpose: The aim of the article is to identify the reporting effects of the choice of method 

for the depreciation of fixed assets, defined in the accounting policy of a public university. 

Methodology: Empirical (qualitative) research was conducted in a deliberately selected 

group of public classical universities operating in Poland. The empirical material was col-

lected by analyzing documents and from partially structured interviews conducted with the 

bursars (or their deputies) of these universities, who are considered to have the broadest 

knowledge about phenomena directly related to the surveyed entities’ finance and account-

ing policies. 

Findings: Based on the results of the research, the depreciation approaches applied in 

public universities in Poland have been identified. Legal regulations relating to the man-

agement of these fixed assets, which are important for implementing university tasks (i.e., 

necessary for research and education at the highest possible level), have also been estab-

lished. The heterogeneity of the approaches leads to the lack of comparability of financial 

statements in this uniform group of public universities. Consequently, the identified non-

uniform solutions affect the level of costs determined by universities while implementing 

tasks.  

Practical implications: The findings are important for university accountants (bursars) 

since they present them with solutions that can be applied in practice while pointing to the 

consequences of these different approaches. 

Originality/value: The principal cognitive value of the findings is the provision of empiri-

cal arguments revealing the diversity of depreciation methods among units from the same 

sector of the economy – classical universities in Poland. At the same time, one of the sources 

of the problem of limited comparability of their financial results was indicated. 

Keywords: fixed assets, accounting policy, comparability of financial statement, public 

higher education institutions. 
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Streszczenie 
Cel: Celem artykułu jest rozpoznanie skutków sprawozdawczych wyboru metody amortyza-

cji środków trwałych, określonej w polityce rachunkowości publicznej szkoły wyższej. 

Metodyka: Badania empiryczne (jakościowe) przeprowadzono w celowo dobranej grupie pu-

blicznych uniwersytetów klasycznych funkcjonujących w Polsce. Materiał empiryczny został 

zebrany metodą analizy dokumentów i wywiadów częściowo ustrukturyzowanych, przepro-

wadzonych z kwestorami (lub ich zastępcami) tych uczelni jako osobami o najszerszej wiedzy 

o zjawiskach bezpośrednio związanych z finansami i polityką rachunkowości badanych pod-

miotów. 

Wyniki: Na podstawie wyników przeprowadzonych badań rozpoznano stosowane podejścia 

do amortyzacji w publicznych uniwersytetach w Polsce. Ustalono również regulacje prawne 

odnoszące się gospodarowania tymi ważnymi dla realizacji zadań szkół wyższych aktywami 

trwałymi (niezbędnymi do prowadzenia badań naukowych i kształcenia na możliwie najwyż-

szym do uzyskania poziomie). Pokazana niejednolitość stosowanych podejść w tym względzie 

prowadzi do braku porównywalności sprawozdań finansowych w jednolitej grupie uczelni 

publicznych funkcjonujących w Polsce. W konsekwencji, stwierdzone niejednolite rozwiąza-

nia wpływają na poziom kosztów ustalanych przez uczelnie w trakcie realizacji zadań.  

Praktyczne implikacje: Ustalenia wynikające z przeprowadzonych badań są ważne dla 

księgowych (kwestorów) uczelni, gdyż prezentują im możliwe do zastosowania w praktyce 

rozwiązania, wskazując na skutki jakie mogą nieść ze sobą te odmienne podejścia. 

Oryginalność/wartość: Zasadniczą wartością poznawczą poczynionych ustaleń jest dostar-

czenie empirycznych argumentów ujawniających zróżnicowanie metod amortyzacji wśród 

jednostek należących do tego samego sektora gospodarki – uniwersytetów klasycznych w Pol-

sce. Jednocześnie wskazano jedno ze źródeł problemu ograniczonej porównywalności ich wy-

ników finansowych.  

Słowa kluczowe: środki trwałe, polityka rachunkowości, sprawozdanie finansowe, uczelnie 

publiczne. 

 

 

Introduction 
 

Research conducted in various countries (e.g., Denison et al., 2014; Cullinan, 

Duggan, 2016; Marshal, 2010), and therefore in different contexts of higher educa-

tion around the world, demonstrate that many factors influence the differences in 

the wealth of universities, but fixed assets certainly have a significant impact on 

the efficiency of those universities nowadays (Smith, 2015; Rymarzak, Trojan-

owski, 2015). For example, the value of university equipment increases through 

investment and decreases through depreciation (Smith, 2015). The arguments in-

dicated by researchers such as Pisarska and Karpacz (2016b) allow us to conclude 

that the structure and modernity of these funds are related to the degree of imple-

mentation of tasks at a university, both in terms of education and research. 

Pisarska (2013) indicated the high technical parameters of fixed assets used to con-

duct research. It should be noted that, in many cases, this remark also applies to 

assets used for didactic purposes and separate economic activity (currently run 

more and more often by public universities). The fact that these assets are highly 

specialized and often innovative makes it necessary to analyze the methods of 
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managing them. These methods are specified in the accounting policies of univer-

sities (Zahra et al., 2011, Forsström-Tuominen et al., 2015).  

The methods of managing all resources are included in the accounting policy, 

an internal document that results from an external (statutory) obligation, devel-

oped in all organizational units that conduct accounting (Art. 10, par. 1 of the Ac-

counting Act). Such entities also include public universities that use accounting 

books to register all their economic operations. Public universities’ financial state-

ments are prepared based on account books, the contents of which in many areas 

differ from the commonly used practices (determined by other organizational units) 

included in the Accounting Act. This uniqueness is mainly because the accounting 

records of public universities are not based on budget accounting techniques, and 

therefore they do not use methods aimed at the public sector. Moreover, university 

operations are not economic activities (within the meaning of separate acts); there-

fore, they do not apply records resulting from, e.g., deferred tax (IAS 12)1, as these 

entities do not pay income tax for activities resulting from statutory tasks (Art. 425 

of the LoHEaS).  

To correctly assess an entity’s financial statements, it is important to determine 

exactly what it does (Lenczyk-Woroniecka, 2011; KIBR, 2017), which should be 

considered in the accounting policies. In this case, what public universities do will 

affect how data is presented in the financial statements, and then how they are 

interpreted, primarily by the external recipients. 

In the light of the above considerations, it can be assumed that a properly es-

tablished approach to managing fixed assets, which selecting the appropriate 

method of depreciation (that reflects the actual consumption of these assets) set 

out in the accounting policy, will affect how universities are run and, in the long 

run, the quality of their financial statements (FSs). The literature review we car-

ried out revealed that this link has not been investigated thoroughly. So far, it has 

only been demonstrated that the depreciation method affects the financial result of 

each entity, including those from the public sector (Velikov, 2017), and thus it also 

affects the valuation of the relevant components of FSs (Druzhilovskaya, 2015). 

However, these issues have not been established in relation to particular units of 

the public finance sector, such as public universities. 

To fill the cognitive gap, the aim of this study is to identify the reporting effects 

of the approach to fixed assets management defined in the accounting policies of 

public universities. In particular, attention has been focused on the consequences 

of selecting the depreciation method as well as the balance sheet and tax ap-

proaches. The entire group of eighteen classical universities was included in the 

study (Szmyd, 2016). The research answers the question of whether the provisions 

in the accounting policy regarding the management of fixed assets adopted by in-

dividual entities affect the high quality of these statements and, in particular, 

whether they ensure comparability. 

 
1 IAS 12 Income tax. 
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It was assumed that the ability to provide the comparability of FSs results from, 

inter alia, implementation of the continuity principle. Application of this (among 

others) principle affects the quality of FSs. In a diverse economic environment, 

there are many entities whose activities result in their statements and accounting 

records being significantly different, even though all of their accounting records 

follow the Accounting Act (Jarzęmbska, 2015). 

Comparability refers to information resulting from the FSs of entities analyzed 

and assessed in a homogeneous group, as well as the FS of one entity prepared in 

different reporting periods (Kogut, 2014). This study focuses on the former dimen-

sion, i.e., the comparability of FSs within a group. 

It can be assumed that comparability is equally important for public sector or-

ganizations, and in this case, for public universities, which directly do not compete 

with one another (or at least not in the way that private sector entities do). How-

ever, their FSs describe the actual condition of the university, and they may be the 

basis for the authorities of public sector universities to determine the stream of 

financing for the tasks they perform. The research carried out to analyze this issue was 

based on the results of empirical research conducted in a purposefully selected group 

of public universities, which were supported by a review of the subject literature. 

 

 

2. Literature review and interpretive framework 
 

2.1. Prior studies: accounting policy  

as a tool that affects the quality of public  

universities’ financial statements 
 

Accounting policy (rules) is a term used in many legal regulations that apply to 

entities that keep commercial books, and therefore it also refers to entities that are 

financed from public funds. At the same time, despite the widespread use and mul-

tiple definitions of the creators of legal acts in which regulations are adopted in this 

respect, no uniform way of understanding this concept has yet been developed. Ac-

cording to International Accounting Standard No. 8, this policy is a set of particular 

principles, methods, conventions, rules, and practices that a given entity applies 

when preparing its FS. On the other hand, in National Accounting Standard No. 7 

it was defined as the methods that an entity selects and applies, permitted by law 

and specified in International Accounting Standard, to ensure the required quality 

of financial statements (Art. 3, par. 1, point 11 of the Accounting Act). In turn, in 

the Accounting Act, this policy includes information concerning: 

− determining the fiscal year and its reporting periods; 

− methods of valuating assets and liabilities and determining the financial result; 

− methods of keeping accounting books, 

− a system for protecting data and its files. 
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More than two decades have passed since Jarugowa (1997) pointed out the need 

for legal regulation and, as a consequence, the explicit definition of the accounting 

policy. She pointed out that the policy constituted a set of standards, opinions, in-

terpretations, principles, conventions, rules, and regulations used by organizations 

to create their current and realistic image presented in their financial statements 

(Jarugowa, 1997). It should be mentioned that accounting policy was finally intro-

duced into Polish legislation in 2002. 

From the perspective of an entity treated as an information system, an account-

ing policy includes methods of applying principles that, in the directors’ opinion, 

are the most appropriate to provide a solid picture of the financial position, changes 

in this position, the economic situation, and the results of operations, following 

generally accepted accounting principles. Such principles are, therefore, intended 

to help prepare an FS (Ball, 2008; Hendriksen, van Breda, 2002; Pope, 2010; 

Walińska, 2014). 

This paper describes the methods allowed by the accounting regulations. They 

are selected and used by entities, are appropriate to the tasks, and they ensure the 

required quality of FSs (Kaczurak-Kozak, 2011). An accounting policy is a set of 

rules that regulate the economic processes taking place in a given organizational 

unit, and it is used to prepare an FS, which must present high-quality data. The 

policy can be an instrument used to build an entity’s specified assets and financial 

parameters. According to Gospodarek (2008), it can be one of the foundations of 

economic knowledge management. When preparing FS, the managing authorities 

can use specific accounting principles, based on which an accounting policy is cre-

ated individually for each entity (Luty, 2017). It is also believed that a responsible 

accounting policy can provide significant support in the process of obtaining high-

value reporting information (Mikulska, 2012). 

Compliance with these accounting rules is a way to counteract the emergence 

of “information anxiety” (Surdykowska, 2000) inside an entity. It is related to var-

ious rules, guidelines, recommendations, generally accepted standards, interpreta-

tions, and other accounting standards and norms that describe the entity’s eco-

nomic reality. Such a picture is obtained by applying appropriate methods con-

tained in national regulations and international standards and implementing qual-

ity features when preparing reports. 

In turn, superior principles set the framework for principles that are no less 

important but are contained within these main principles – fundamental princi-

ples. Both levels of principles are the basis for building an FS based on accounting 

policy, which describes the entity’s approach to apply those principles. 

As mentioned above, in practice, considering all these principles (superior and 

fundamental) jointly is a prerequisite for obtaining high-quality FSs of a given en-

tity; therefore, all of these principles should be reflected in the accounting policy. 

Hence, it can be concluded that the specific provisions adopted in this policy should 

promote, or at least maintain, a high level of comprehensibility, utility, reliability, 

and comparability. In other words, they should strengthen the characteristics of 

reports desired by the recipients. A graphic interpretation is shown in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1. Features of the financial statements resulting  

from the correct application of the accounting principles  

contained in entities’ accounting policies 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Source: own study. 

 

The scientific (Krzywda, 2011) and practical (Szmigielski, 2015) literature indi-

cate the need to comply with these principles in FSs as much as possible. Compli-

ance with the principle of continuity plays a special role for the external recipients 

of these reports as they allow them to be compared, which is the reason behind 

such reports. Readers of reports can compile and assess the financial condition of 

the entities they are interested in. However, considering the current legal status, 

comparability might be considered a secondary feature when constructing interna-

tional standards (Wójtowicz, 2015). It is worth adding that the International Fi-

nancial Reporting Standards (IFRS) and US systems not only do not list compara-

bility among the superior features, but they even place it at the very end of the 

qualitative features, treating it as a secondary feature (Wójtowicz, 2015).  

However, Kozłowska (2018), for example, indicated that comparability is a fea-

ture that even strengthens the usefulness of these reports for the user. Despite this, 

Kaczmarczyk (2016) claims that this principle (herein: the principle of comparabil-

ity) should even be violated if preserving it would deteriorate the faithfulness of 

the presentation. However, this is not a widely recognized position (e.g., Kozłowska, 

2018). In practice, accounting policy should support the implementation of this FS 

feature. Therefore, the question arises whether the policies of individual entities 

provide comparability in an area that may show differences. This problem is im-

portant not only in the commercial sector, where comparability means being able 

to assess the competitive advantage of one company over another/others. In addi-

tion, Łazarowicz’s (2018) bibliographic review revealed that many studies have 

been conducted on the comparability of reports from commercial entities. 

Financial statement comparability is equally important for public sector organ-

izations, for public universities in particular, whose FSs give a picture of the actual 

state of the entity and can be the basis for decision-makers in the public sector to 

determine their funding stream, although those universities do not directly com-

pete with each other (or at least, not in the way private sector entities do). 

Ensuring high-quality FSs is vital for both private and public sector entities. 

Against this background, public higher education institutions (HEIs) occupy a spe-

cial place. They blur the line between the public sector, which finances most of their 

Reporting areas resulting from the accounting policy 

Understandability Relevance Reliabilty Comparability 
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activities, and the private sector, which can also fund separate business activities. 

As a result, they conduct their own financial management based on a material and 

financial plan (MFP)2, which is based on the provisions of the Law on Higher Edu-

cation and Science and the Public Finance Act. In turn, the support for financial 

reporting of these entities, as well as other entities, is primarily provided by the 

Accounting Act. 

HEIs simultaneously implement three types of tasks: education, scientific work, 

and business ventures (supporting the previous two activities). Maintaining suffi-

ciently high activity in these areas is associated with having the appropriate assets, 

including fixed assets. Although they are not an essential factor in ensuring the 

quality of activities of universities (this factor is fulfilled by people’s competences), 

their importance, in particular the high level of modernity in relation to tasks (ed-

ucation and science), is a threshold condition for conducting education or research 

in some areas (e.g., chemistry, physics). It is also a factor of competitiveness.  

More modern, numerous, and diverse fixed assets create an important argu-

ment to attract scientific and didactic staff, as well as students and doctoral stu-

dents. In public universities, fixed assets are tangible resources whose value is usu-

ally the largest amount in balance sheet assets.  

The accounting books of these entities are the basic source of information about 

assets. Therefore, HEIs’ accounting policy should enable them to organize an ac-

counting system so that the information it contains allows them to perform the 

calculation, recording, reporting, and analytical activities necessary in the deci-

sion-making process relating to the efficient and effective management of all re-

sources, including fixed assets (due to the way they are managed). Therefore, it is 

vital to shape information for decision-making purposes as well as for the system 

of recording and monitoring records relating to fixed assets so that they can be 

managed in a thoughtful and rational manner. By analyzing the accounting policy, 

buildings and structures, as well as research equipment, are usually the most val-

uable assets. Because fixed assets are usually a significant item in the balance 

sheet, and the reliability of the information contained in financial statements must 

be indisputable, a full description of the approach to how they are managed in ac-

counting policy results in a better interpretation of their FS. This gives the oppor-

tunity to properly assess the asset and financial standing, and financial result of 

the entity (Hołda, Staszel, 2018). 

It has been found that in public universities, the importance of financial man-

agement, and the practice of internal and external reporting, in particular, is in-

creasing (cf. Urbanek, Walińska, 2013, pp. 546–555; Geryk, 2012, pp. 31–34; 

Sułkowski, Seliga, 2016, pp. 460–489). Managing the resources at their disposal is 

based on a mandatory Material and Financial Plan (MFP). After receiving the opin-

ion of the University Council and obtaining approval of the Senate, this document, 

 
2 In Art. 408. 1. of the Law on Higher Education and Science there is a provision stating 

that a public university conducts independent financial management based on a material 

and financial plan, in accordance with public finance regulations. 
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in accordance with the Law on Higher Education and Science (LoHEaS), is for-

warded (within a specified period) to the Ministry of Science and Higher Education 

(MSHE). In addition, like all entities that apply accounting, universities prepare 

an FS that is unified, detailed, generally applicable in legal regulations, and that 

presents the assets and financial situation. It is then analyzed by an auditor3. The 

FS is prepared based on legal accounting solutions and individual solutions of the 

accounting principles (policy) for a given fiscal year. 

 

 

2.2. Managing fixed assets, including their depreciation  

and accumulated depreciation in the accounting  

books of public higher education institutions 
 

In public universities, using fixed assets that belong to specific groups established 

according to the Fixed Assets Classification (FAC) and specialized research equip-

ment is a daily practice related to implementing the tasks of these units, which are 

specified in Art. 11 of the LoHEaS. In accordance with this Article, basic tasks in-

clude educational activities (EA) and scientific research activities (RA). Addition-

ally, they can be supported by separate economic activities (SEA). 

Maintaining activity in all of these areas is also associated with the use of ma-

terial resources. At the same time, it should be borne in mind that without appro-

priate property, plant and equipment, it would not be possible for employees, stu-

dents, or Ph.D. students to carry out research and development work. This is espe-

cially true when, by providing useful knowledge (Gawlik-Kobylińska, 2016), the 

research is an important support for the university at the highest level in given 

conditions (Sułkowski, Seliga, 2016). Therefore, fixed assets, research equipment, 

in particular4, require constant reconstruction to ensure the continuity of tasks car-

ried out. As a result, public universities own fixed assets of considerable value. 

Moreover, from this perspective, the adopted approach to the depreciation and ac-

cumulated depreciation5 of fixed assets is of key importance for the proper func-

tioning of these entities, which is then reflected in the appropriate elements and 

then items of the financial statements. Therefore, the calculated depreciation value 

 
3 According to Art. 4. 1. about statutory auditors, audit firms and public supervision, 

a statutory auditor is a person entered in the register of statutory auditors, hereinafter re-

ferred to as the "register". 

4 Scientific and research equipment are sets of research, measuring or laboratory devices 

with a low degree of universality and high technical parameters (usually higher by several 

levels of measurement accuracy in relation to typical equipment used for production or 

operational purposes).  

5 Both categories (depreciation and accumulated depreciation) are intentionally given 

here in an alternative approach, due to the specificity of calculating depreciation or only 

accumulated depreciation in relation to selected categories of fixed assets in public universi-

ties (for more information see Table 4). 
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affects the quality of the FSs by means of their proper valuation in the balance 

sheet and the value of costs in the profit and loss account. 

In this context, public university managers should carefully choose the approach 

to depreciation and accumulated depreciation of fixed assets. Like other types of 

business entities, universities are defined by the Accounting Act (AA), National 

Accounting Standards (NAS) 11, International Accounting Standards (IAS) 16, and 

tax laws (dedicated to natural and legal persons) and legal regulations contained 

in their provisions regarding fixed assets contained in NAS 11 and IAS 16. Addi-

tionally, NAS 11 is connected to the “life cycle of a fixed asset” (Walińska et al., 

2017).  

The reference to these legal regulations is related to the fact that when keeping 

their books, universities use the provisions of the AA, which includes references to 

be applied in particular situations to ensure the required quality of financial state-

ments (Art. 3, par. 1, point 11; Art.10, par. 3), and therefore the solutions contained 

in the NAS and IAS. The Act lacks any reference to the International Public Sector 

Accounting Standards (IPSAS). The provisions of the Public Finance Act also refer 

to the AA and its application when preparing FSs. Therefore, when analyzing the 

reporting effects of various approach to the depreciation of fixed assets in the ac-

counting policies of public universities in Poland, it should also be remembered that 

in matters not regulated by the provisions of the AA (public universities base their 

accounting books on the provisions of this Act first), and by adopting the accounting 

principles (policy), public universities may indicate that they will apply the NAS. 

On the other hand, in the absence of a relevant national standard, these entities 

may indicate that they will apply the IAS.  

Public universities do not keep budget accounting, and therefore the solutions 

contained in the NAS and IAS are (in accordance with the provisions of the AA) 

comprehensive and adequate to an occurring problem. On the other hand, for public 

sector units that conduct budget accounting, appropriate standards were also con-

structed to unify the principles of budget accounting. These include the Interna-

tional Accounting Standards of the Public Sector (IASPS) (Kaczurak-Kozak, 2013, 

p. 102). Currently, they are in the form of recommendations, and they appear in 

the form of a suggestion made to accounting standardization bodies in individual 

countries by the International Public Sector Accounting Standards Board, an in-

ternational organization of accountants (Wakuła, 2016, p. 236). 

Despite the differences in recognizing fixed assets in the books of public univer-

sities (in their management), significant features include that they are tangible 

assets, and they are complete and usable in a given period. At universities, they 

are used for purposes related to education, scientific research, and separate eco-

nomic activity. The period of their intended use is longer than the fiscal year, they 

have a reliably determined initial value, and their consumption is reliably deter-

mined during usage. Fixed assets directly affect the economic benefits obtained 

from their use. Regarding property, plant, and equipment, in the light of the provi-

sions in legal regulations and applied (established) practice, it is possible to adopt 
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a solution in the accounting principles (policy), assuming that assets that meet the 

definition of a fixed asset can be accounted for in two ways (Hołda and Staszel, 

2018), namely the tax and balance sheet solutions. The consequence of such a re-

cording method is the occurrence of differences in the established financial result 

presented in the entity’s FSs and the tax result (income), which is also the tax base. 

In both cases, it is assumed that there are differences between tax and balance 

sheet methods disclosed in the accounting records. 

The characteristics of approaches to accounting for fixed assets of public univer-

sities are presented in Table 1. 

 

Table 1. Differences between tax and balance sheet law  

in recognizing revenues and costs in accounting books  

from the perspective of public universities 
 

Approach I Approach II 

Adjusting accounting values  

to tax values 

Adjusting tax values  

to accounting values 

Tax revenues and costs are determined by 

adjusting accounting revenues and costs 

Tax revenues and costs are determined di-

rectly based on source evidence, which is 

subject to interpretation from the tax point 

of view 
 

Source: own study based on Hołda, Staszel (2018).  

 

By broadening the tax and balance sheet approaches indicated above, another 

approach is also possible whereby the balance sheet and tax depreciation costs can 

be of the same amount. University authorities may apply an obligatory tax solution 

in this case and also consider it appropriate in the process of determining both var-

iants of the balance sheet and tax result. 

Observation of the practice indicates that it is this logic of revenue and cost 

recognition that is most often used in the practice of public universities. This is also 

how the actual value of fixed assets, the core fund in the balance sheet, and the 

costs in the profit and loss account of these entities are shaped.  

In all of these units, fixed assets classified as land, buildings, and objects of mu-

seum value are not subject to the calculation of depreciation. Buildings at public 

universities are only subject to accumulated depreciation and, in parallel, a reduc-

tion in the value of the core fund. However, this method is not substantially sup-

ported in the subject literature. Therefore, it can only be assumed that this type of 

recording was dictated by universities financing their purchases through desig-

nated subsidies from public funds (although their purchase is not financed in this 

way in each case). 

Table 2 presents the method of recording the calculated depreciation of fixed 

assets in the books of public universities from groups by type 3-9 according to FAC 

and groups 1 and 2 according to FAC. 
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Table 2. Record of revenues and costs of public universities 

– balance sheet and tax perspectives – adjustment 

of accounting values to tax values 
 

Business  

operation 

Balance sheet perspective Tax perspective 

Debit Credit Debit Credit 

Calculation of fixed 

assets depreciation 

according to FAC 

groups 3–9 

Costs  

by type “4” –  

depreciation 

 

Costs by place 

of origin “5” 

Accumulated 

depreciation of 

fixed assets “0” 

 

Calculation of 

costs “490” 

It is not subject 

to off-balance 

sheet record – it 

does not affect 

the differences 

in the balance 

sheet or tax  

result 

It is not subject 

to off-balance 

sheet record – it 

does not affect 

the differences 

in the balance 

sheet or tax  

result 

Calculation of fixed 

assets depreciation 

according to FAC 

groups 1 and 2 

 

Core fund “8” 

 

Accumulated 

depreciation of 

fixed assets “0” 

It is not subject 

to off-balance 

sheet record – it 

does not affect 

the differences 

in the balance 

sheet or tax  

result 

It is not subject 

to off-balance 

sheet record – it 

does not affect 

the differences 

in the balance 

sheet or tax  

result 

Land and objects of 

museum value6 

It is not subject  

to depreciation and record 

It is not subject  

to depreciation and record 
 

Source: own study. 

 

The method of depreciation and accumulated depreciation of fixed assets that 

the university adopts is supported by its accounting principles (policy). An empiri-

cal study was conducted to determine these methods and their effects on an entity’s 

reporting and, consequently, to check for compliance with the principle of continu-

ity. When properly applied, it ensures comparability of the statements of a given 

group of entities. 

 

 

3. Methodology 

 

The main research intention was to identify the relationship between the provi-

sions concerning the management of fixed assets in the accounting policies of the 

audited entities and the comparability of their FSs, which is, in fact, one of the key 

determinants of the quality of these statements. Hence, the main problem that has 

 
6 According to the regulations of Art. 31 para. 2 of the Accounting Act, land is not subject 

to depreciation, with the exception of land used for the extraction of minerals using the open-

cast method, as well as works of art and museum objects, because despite the passage of 

time, these objects do not lose their value. 
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been addressed is the question of how public universities’ relative freedom to shape 

their accounting policies is related to the comparability of their FSs. The identifi-

cation of this problem was preceded by a review of the literature available in the 

databases of scientific journals (e.g., Ebsco host) and key publishers (e.g., Wiley-

Blackwell), and as a result, it was found that there is no clear answer in the existing 

research on public university finance problems. The noted lack of knowledge was 

the reason for conducting empirical research.  

 The research was conducted among a deliberately selected group of public uni-

versities (classical universities). On the one hand, their selection (and the selection 

was deliberate) was determined by the possibility of having an insight into the ac-

counting policies of these entities, and on the other hand, by the necessity to ensure 

comparability of the conditions in which these organizationally and legally complex 

entities operate. For these reasons, it was decided to include a relatively homoge-

neous generic group in the study, of which classical universities are an example, 

i.e., entities that conduct research and didactic activities in many fields, i.e., mul-

tidisciplinary universities. This allowed us to eliminate possible discrepancies that 

could be caused by the specifics of the university. In consequence, the study covered 

all 18 classical universities in Poland. These units belong to the public sector and 

operate based on the Law on Higher Education and Science (LoHEaS). Another 

common feature is that they are mainly financed from the subvention from the 

state budget for statutory tasks and may also be financed from their own revenues. 

Due to the way universities treat the depreciation in their accounting policies, 

it was decided to conduct the empirical study using qualitative rather than quan-

titative methods, and this type of research makes it possible to obtain empirical 

material through interviews (see, e.g., Stemplewska-Żakowicz, 2010, p. 87). Addi-

tionally, auditors also use qualitative research when auditing financial statements 

(Hołda, Pociecha, 2004, p. 59). 

The empirical material consisted of both the accounting policies and the FSs of 

the universities analyzed. Due to the need for in-depth knowledge on the subject, 

it was decided to conduct semi-structured interviews with university bursars (or 

their deputies), as people who build the accounting policies of these organizations 

and who have the broadest knowledge of the subject. It was decided that the study 

would include people in these positions because in public universities, in accord-

ance with the provisions of the Act on public finances, they are the ones who per-

form the tasks of the chief accountant. The interviews were conducted at the end 

of 2019 and the beginning of 2020, and they were attended by bursars or their dep-

uties who currently hold this function in the universities covered by the study. The 

interviewees were asked three questions corresponding to different areas: 

− Which depreciation method for fixed assets was chosen? 

− What is the initial value of fixed assets with which they are entered into the 

fixed assets records and tax records? 

− Is the depreciation approach uniform for tax and balance sheet purposes? 
 

The answers provided an insight into the essence of the subject matter in indi-

vidual universities, and they also revealed the premises for the decisions made in 

these entities. 
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4. Findings. The approach to the principles  

of fixed assets management in classical universities  

– entries in accounting policies 
 

In the books of individual HEIs, fixed assets are subject to management principles 

that are uniform for a given unit and are set out in their accounting policies. They 

usually constitute a group of university assets of the highest value. Therefore, it is 

necessary to put this group of assets under the continuous observation of groups of 

fixed assets (defined in the FAC). They are analyzed especially in terms of their 

usefulness. Some generic groups of elements of the property, plant, and equipment 

are subject to management rules specific to public universities. Based on the re-

sults of the empirical research, approaches to the management of fixed assets used 

in Polish classical universities were identified (see Table 3). 

 

Table 3. Approach towards the depreciation 

of fixed assets practiced by classical universities 
 

Depreciation rate 

Number of units using  

a given type of deprecia-

tion of fixed assets 

balance 

sheet  

maximum rate in accordance with the provi-

sions of the Tax Act 
15 

individual period of use 3 

tax 

maximum rate in accordance with the provi-

sions of the Tax Act – used until 2018 
17 

maximum rate in accordance with the provi-

sions of the Tax Act – used until 2017 
1 

 

Source: own study. 

 

The responses revealed a lack of uniformity in their approach to depreciation 

(methods and rates), and consequently to the methods of determining the value 

with which the costs of consumption of these assets are allocated to the value of 

services rendered (thereby increasing the costs of tasks established by universi-

ties). Along with the value of accrued depreciation, the values shown in the assets 

and liabilities of the balance sheet and the costs of asset consumption in the profit 

and loss account are gradually reduced. In this regard, it is not important whether 

the method chosen is, e.g., linear, degressive, or natural. What is important is 

whether it is maximum or individual for a given component (and thus reflecting 

their actual consumption) and whether their actual consumption is of primary im-

portance for the university authorities. Or perhaps the approach to managing fixed 

assets is simplified, and ready-made tax solutions are applied (which, in fact, are 

used for the management purposes of the state, not an individual entity). However, 

as a result of the interviews, it was found that the universities take different 
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approaches to managing fixed assets. By applying the balance sheet and tax ap-

proach, they were not guided by observations and the period of their actual use in 

the balance sheet approach but by the maximum applicable rates included in the 

provisions of tax law only. This approach was noticed in 15 out of the 18 universi-

ties. Thus, managers in only three of the universities approached depreciation 

rates individually, taking into account the observed actual period of their use. 

On the other hand, in the case of mandatory tax solutions, universities used the 

maximum (applicable since 2018) rates allowed by legal regulations in 17 cases. 

Only in one case, by using the tax solutions, did the managers use the value that 

had been in force until the end of 2017, i.e., the value > PLN 3,500 (as the initial 

value) with which tax depreciation was calculated. 

Further research made it possible to broaden the knowledge on this topic. As 

a result, it was noted that the university authorities used three dimensions of the ini-

tial value in relation to the fixed asset, i.e., < PLN 10,000; < PLN 3,500; < PLN 1,000.  

In universities where the amount < PLN 10,000 is treated as the one from which 

a given item of property, plant, and equipment is recognized as a fixed asset, and 

it is entered into the appropriate register (register of fixed assets), the guidelines 

of tax law were used. In 2018, they introduced the value ≥ PLN 10,000 as a “tax 

credit,” enabling it to be charged to costs once in the month of purchase, without 

having to enter this asset into the fixed assets register. 

In universities where the amount < PLN 3,500 (which was the threshold value 

in tax regulations in force until the end of 2017) is treated as the one from which 

depreciation was calculated, it can be assumed that the accounting principles (pol-

icy) had not been updated, or there was an intention to approach economic reality. 

On the other hand, in those entities in which they applied the initial value in an 

amount not related to tax solutions, it was found that the accounting principles 

were treated as those that should be considered as superior solutions since only 

they would contribute to high-quality financial statements. However, in those en-

tities, tax solutions were used as mandatory for tax purposes, with the exception of 

one university where the tax value adopted for calculating tax depreciation equaled 

< PLN 3,500. 

 

Table 4. Initial value for the selected approach  

for fixed assets management at classical universities 
 

Initial value (PLN) 
Number of units using a given  

initial value of a fixed asset 

Balance sheet < 10,000 15 

< 3,500 2 

< 1,000 1 

Tax < 10,000 17 

< 3,500 1 
 

Source: own study. 
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The list of research findings (see Table 4) allowed us to note that universities 

that belong to the same generic class of units adopted different approaches to de-

termining the initial value of fixed assets. 

In the next step, the universities’ activities were determined in relation to the 

natural phenomenon of consuming fixed assets during everyday activities. The re-

flection on the value of this consumption is depreciation which is calculated accord-

ing to the management rules specified in accounting policies. It is a cost whose 

amount is determined reliably, and this value should be determined while main-

taining and applying methods appropriate to the circumstances, considering the 

principles that shape high-quality FSs. 

Depreciation is a cost related to university operations. Table 6 contains all op-

erating costs that make up the costs of educational (EA), scientific (RA), and sepa-

rate economic activities (SEA). 

 

Table 5. Depreciation costs in a group of universities 
 

Years 

Operating  

expenses  

(EA, RA, SEA)  

(in millions 

PLN) 

Change 

2008 = 100 

Depreciation 

costs  

(in millions 

PLN) 

Change 

2008 = 100 

Share  

of deprecia-

tion costs  

in operating 

expenses (%) 

2008 4,891.6 100.0 192.4 100.0 3.9 

2009 5,302.9 108.4 213.7 111.1 4,0 

2010 5,623.2 115.0 242.9 126.2 4.3 

2011 5,774.2 118.0 307.7 159.9 5.3 

2012 6,012.7 122.9 365.7 190.1 6.1 

2013 6,342.0 129.7 444.1 230.8 7,0 

2014 6,793.8 138.9 494.0 256.8 7.3 

2015 7,074.0 144.6 541.3 281.3 7.7 

2016 7,082.0 144.8 600.8 312.3 8.5 

2017 7,202.2 147.2 533.1 277.1 7.4 

2018 7,410.2 151.5 479.2 249.1 6.5 
 

Source: own study based on the publication of the Statistics Poland:  

Higher education institutions and their finances in 2008–2018. 

 

The total costs were separated from the costs of consuming fixed assets between 

2008 and 2018 (Table 5). In the general group of costs incurred as part of operating 

activities, depreciation costs in 2008 accounted for 3.9%, while in 2016, these costs 

constituted as much as 8.5% of all costs incurred in this area (up to this year, it had 

been a steady upward trend). In subsequent years, the share of these costs in total 

costs decreased; in 2017, it was 7.4%, and in 2018, only 6.5%. In the whole exam-

ined period (2008–2018), there was a steady increase in total costs incurred in the 

area of operational activity; it was a constant trend. The change in the total cost 

incurred by classical universities in 2018 compared to 2008 was over 50%, from 
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4,891.6m in 2008 to 7,410.2m in 2018. By 2016, there was also a steady increase in 

depreciation costs incurred, it was a constantly growing trend in the years 2008–2016, 

while by analyzing the entire period (2008–2018), there was an increase in depre-

ciation costs from PLN 192.4m to PLN 479.2m, an increase of PLN 286.8m. 

The steady increase was probably caused by increased financing of ventures re-

lated to the acquisition of fixed assets, mainly from European Union (EU) funds. 

In recent years, financing fixed assets of universities from EU funds has contrib-

uted to the expansion of infrastructure and the modernization of research equip-

ment. Thanks to those resources, research and development has a stronger and 

more complete impact on the economy and various spheres of social life. It should 

be noted that (in accordance with the provisions of the LoHEaS) the total depreci-

ation costs at public universities do not include the depreciation of buildings and 

premises or civil engineering facilities. This is extremely important for the financial 

result and balance sheet total of these entities. 

 

 

5. Discussion 
 

Fixed assets, as important assets used to realize the core tasks of a university (i.e., 

conducting research and education), are subject to constant observation, mainly in 

terms of ensuring their highest possible utility in these activities.  

Selected methods of managing fixed assets (depending on their value in univer-

sity books) may significantly affect how universities function (mainly research and 

education) and the values presented in their FSs. 

Over time and in connection with the use of fixed assets, both their book value 

and utility value decrease, sometimes in a way that the latter depreciates much 

faster than what is presented in the books (which may result mainly from the mis-

match between depreciation rates and their actual consumption). The decrease in 

book value in accounting is illustrated by the depreciation of fixed assets, and ade-

quate depreciation rates are the method of recording the rapidly increasing loss of 

the utility value of fixed assets. At the same time, the problem of discrepancies 

between the depreciation in accounting terms and the actual depreciation of some 

assets perceived in relation to carrying out university functions is intensively 

emerging from such a sketched picture. 

 

 

Conclusions 
 

The tax solutions applied in some universities to show the degree of their actual 

consumption are insufficient and, hence, inappropriate. The basic tasks of univer-

sities are not economic, and in this respect, they are not covered by tax laws. In this 

respect, university authorities should approach certain simplifications with great 

caution and responsibility (e.g., using tax solutions for balance sheet purposes), 

knowing what consequences they will bring for the comparability of their financial 

statements.  
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By examining universities operating in Poland, results were obtained relating 

to the selection of depreciation methods, the determination of the initial value of 

fixed assets, as well as tax and balance sheet solutions, which are specified in their 

accounting policies. The analysis of this empirical material (as well as the fact that 

their FSs were analyzed by statutory auditors) showed that all universities declare 

they care about the high quality of their financial statements, which can be con-

firmed based on the interviews with the chancellors/bursars of these units.  

However (as established in the study), in practice, the above does not comple-

ment the principle of comparability of the universities’ FSs. The principle manifests 

itself only (as can be assumed) in the structure of an individual entity as the com-

parability of these statements on a year-to-year basis. This, in turn, reveals the 

lack of a holistic (comprehensive) view on preparing FSs uniformly in the univer-

sity sector. Maintaining their limited comparability (without a precise insight into 

the structure of these statements) may consequently lead to wrong conclusions 

when assessing their financial results and the balance sheet total. 

The research also revealed that public universities use the provisions of the Ac-

counting Act when keeping the books, which includes references to the solutions 

contained in the NAS and IAS. In the light of the research conducted, it should be 

mentioned that the Act lacks any references to IASPS. The provisions of the Public 

Finance Act also contain a reference to the AA (its application when preparing 

FSs), and therefore their provisions (IASPS) are not used in the records that build 

a university’s books, also in relation to the analyzed problem. In the subject under 

analysis, all the above-mentioned activities regarding the management of fixed as-

sets are intended to ensure the required quality of FSs and the effective manage-

ment (reflecting the economic reality) of these components of fixed assets, which 

are particularly important for a university. The findings also revealed that apply-

ing solutions related to deferred income tax was unjustified (IAS 12 – these solu-

tions are applied by entities that pay income tax in the area of determined financial 

result and taxable income). Public universities do not conduct economic activities 

(within the meaning of separate acts). 

The findings from the research are important for university accountants (bur-

sars) as they indicate the effects that these different approaches may bring. The 

limitation of this study is the number of results refers only to the studied group of 

universities. It resulted from using qualitative research, which was appropriate to 

understand the problem. 

It is worth continuing the research by further analyzing the universities’ finan-

cial statements, mainly due to the specifics of their activities. This has also been 

noted by statutory auditors (Polish Chamber of Statutory Auditors, 2017) in the 

organizational and substantive guidelines being developed, which include seeking 

to identify the method of implementing other principles and features of the finan-

cial statements of these entities. At the same time, it is worth covering this problem 

in the context of the amount of the subvention (and earlier subsidy) awarded each 

year to the running of universities. In addition, it is worth analyzing the studied 

problems in relation to various groups of higher education institutions.  
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