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Abstract

Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to explore the role of accounting in shaping charities’ financial
resilience during the COVID-19 crisis.
Design/methodology/approach – A case study of a charity was conducted. The financial resilience
framework (Barbera et al., 2017) was applied to explore how accounting contributes to charities’ capacity to
cope with crises.
Findings – The results show how the accounting practices of budgeting, forecasting and performance
reporting (financial and nonfinancial), as well as “accounting talk,” form part of the anticipatory and coping
capacities that provided the charity the financial resilience to navigate the COVID-19 crisis.
Practical implications – The paper evidences the important role accounting plays in establishing financial
resilience to help charities cope with crises, particularly the importance of having accounting practices
established prior to a crisis and accounting information forming part of managers’ discussions. The study also
demonstrates that financial reserves have an important buffering capacity role.
Originality/value – This is the first paper to examine the role of accounting within a charity during an
economic crisis. The authors explore the role of accounting in shaping a charity’s financial resilience and
demonstrate the applicability of the financial resilience framework to a sudden, unexpected crisis such as
COVID-19. They extend the accounting talk literature by highlighting its importance to a charity and during a
crisis.
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Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction
The aim of this paper is to examine the role of accounting in shaping a charity’s financial
resilience during the COVID-19 crisis, that is, the charity’s capacity to cope with the financial
impacts of the crisis (Barbera et al., 2020). Charities play an important role around the world,
providing services to citizens as governments increasingly outsource their services to the
charity sector (Kober et al., 2021). The COVID-19 pandemic has created a significant economic
crisis unlike any other since the Great Depression (Martin, 2020). Charities have been
adversely affected, with reductions in donations coupled with an increased demand for their
services. Pro Bono Economics (2020) estimates that 10% are facing bankruptcy.
Consequently, it is important to gain an understanding of the role accounting can play in
shaping charities’ financial resilience.
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We conduct a case study of a charity, conducting interviews and observing meetings
while the COVID-19 crisis unfolds. We apply the financial resilience framework (Barbera
et al., 2017), focusing on the two internal organizational capacities – anticipatory capacities
and coping capacities – to develop an understanding of how a charity has been coping with
the COVID-19 crisis. We provide a broad understanding of how different accounting
practices and “accounting talk” [1] (Ahrens, 1997) develop financial resilience in a charity.

We make several contributions to the accounting crisis and financial resilience literature.
We are the first accounting study to look at a charity during a crisis. Prior studies have
examined for-profit organizations (Becker et al., 2016; Makrygiannakis and Jack, 2016) and
local governments (Barbera et al., 2016, 2020). We also contribute to the accounting crisis
literature by showing howa charity can use accounting practices to be financially resilient.We
extend the financial resilience framework beyond the public sector to the charitable sector.
Prior studies have focused on local governments (Ahrens and Ferry, 2020; Barbera et al., 2017,
2020). These studies were also conducted with respect to austerity, which came with a
forewarning. We therefore also extend the financial resilience literature by demonstrating the
applicability of the financial resilience framework to an unexpected economic crisis, such as
that associated with the COVID-19 pandemic (Ahrens and Ferry, 2020). Finally, we contribute
to the accounting talk literature by extending this research to the charity sector and being the
first study to highlight the importance of accounting talk during a crisis.

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows: Next, we review the accounting
literature on crises and financial resilience.We then discuss our researchmethod and the case
site. Finally, we present our findings, followed by a discussion and conclusion.

2. Accounting research on crises and financial resilience
While research has examined the role of accounting within organizations during an
economic crisis, it has typically focused on specific practices, for example, budgets (Barbera
et al., 2016; Becker et al., 2016; Makrygiannakis and Jack, 2016). Barbera et al. (2020, p. 532)
extend this literature by “exploring how organizational capacities shape responses to
financial shocks and austerity and how accounting is shaped by and contributes to shape
such capacities.” By applying the financial resilience framework, Barbera et al. (2020)
demonstrate how accounting is implicated in the manner in which local governments
maintain services during austerity. The authors show how accounting can assist or hamper
the anticipation of shocks, as well as coping with them. This broader exploration of the role
of accounting is important, because its role is multifaceted and can change over time
(Ezzamel and Bourn, 1990). Consequently, focusing on only a specific accounting practice
can limit our understanding of how accounting can potentially help organizations cope with
crises. We extend the literature by applying the financial resilience framework to a charity,
highlighting the role accounting practices play in developing anticipatory and coping
capacities.

3. Research method
We conduct a qualitative case study of a food relief charity, TheOne Box (TOB). The research
design involved data triangulation (Modell, 2005) through the collection of a variety of
sources, including interviews, observations of meetings and organizational documents. From
February to November 2020, we conducted 17 interviews with eight staff members and two
external directors; observed 22 planning meetings, five grants meetings, and one board
meeting and were provided with numerous organizational documents (see Table 1) [2].

We apply the financial resilience framework (Barbera et al., 2017), which identifies four
dimensions: environmental conditions, perceived vulnerability, anticipatory capacities and

NGO financial
resilience: role
of accounting

1417



coping capacity. The environmental conditions relate to the economic, institutional and social
factors that impact an organization’s perceived vulnerability and capacity to cope with a
crisis (Barbera et al., 2017). An organization’s perceived vulnerability depends on both
internal factors (e.g. financial reserves, debt levels) and external factors (e.g. reliance on
donations). Anticipatory capacities and coping capacities are dimensions internal to an
organization and thus form the focus of our attention. Anticipatory capacities “refer to the
availability of tools and capabilities that enable [organizations] to better identify andmanage
their vulnerabilities and recognize potential financial shocks before they arise” (Barbera et al.,
2017, p. 675). These “include planning, controlling and monitoring systems as well as
situation awareness and sensemaking” (Barbera et al., 2020, p. 533). Coping capacities
(Barbera et al., 2017, p. 675)

. . . refer to resources and abilities that allow shocks to be faced and vulnerabilities to be managed.
Coping capacities can take [three] different forms: buffering capacities, that is, the ability to absorb
the impact of a shock without changes in structures or function; [adaptive] [3] capacities, that is, the
ability to implement incremental changes to extant structures and functions without changing the
underlying principles, culture, and values; [transformative] capacities, that is, the ability to
implement radical changes, encompassing structures, functions, goals and values.

We apply the financial resilience framework to show how the COVID-19 crisis increased
TOB’s perceived vulnerability and how accounting practices and accounting talk formed
part of the anticipatory and coping capacities that allowed TOB to navigate the crisis.

4. Case site
TOB is an Australian food relief charity operating across five states. Unlike other food relief
charities, which provide beneficiaries with one-off lots of rescued food [4] without

Date Interviewee position Duration (minutes)

February 17, 2020 Research and Operations Coordinator 69
February 17, 2020 Chief Operating Officer 59
February 17, 2020 Chief Executive Officer 61
April 20, 2020 Research and Operations Coordinator 45
May 12, 2020 Head of Sales 60
May 12, 2020 Chief Marketing Officer 55
May 20, 2020 Marketing Coordinator 51
May 20, 2020 Chief Operating Officer 65
May 22, 2020 Chief Executive Officer 42
June 3, 2020 Head of Procurement 67
June 5, 2020 National Operations Manager 28
June 17, 2020 Chief Operating Officer 63
June 26, 2020 Research and Operations Coordinator 65
July 2, 2020 Chief Marketing Officer 56
July 3, 2020 Head of Sales 84
July 15,2020 External Director 1 31
July 22, 2020 External Director 2 30
Total 15 hours 31 minutes

Note(s): Since the staff was employed by TFB, the titles shown relate to TFB, except for the two external
directors, who were directors of TOB
Source(s): Other data sources
Annual financial report, annual report, board meeting (attended one), budgets, constitution, forecasts, internal
research reports, grant meetings (observed five), planning meetings (observed 22), policy and procedures
manual, and vision document

Table 1.
Case study data

AAAJ
34,6

1418



guaranteeing future supplies, TOB provides a weekly box of purchased fresh fruit,
vegetables, milk, and bread with a retail value of $25 for 40 weeks. This form of relief
overcomes problems associated with traditional food relief, namely, (1) the recipients of
rescued food feeling stigma and shame (Purdam et al., 2016), (2) the poor nutritional value of
rescued food (Simmet et al., 2017) and (3) not meeting recipients’ chronic needs (Lindberg
et al., 2015).

TOB delivers the boxes to partnering schools and community centers, which then
distribute them to the beneficiaries. The beneficiaries are identified by the schools and
community centers according to TOB’s eligibility requirements (must have a child under 16),
with TOB having no contact with the beneficiaries.

TOB was initially established as a corporate social responsibility program of The Fruit
Box (TFB). TFB delivers fruit andmilk to offices across Australia. As the program expanded,
TFB decided to create TOB as a separate legal charity. However, TFB continued to support
TOB by being the primary source of donations, as well as through the use of its warehousing,
logistics, office space and employees. See Figure 1 for TOB’s organizational chart.

Prior to COVID-19, this financing and operating model was seen as a strength and meant
that, unlike many charities, TOB was not preoccupied with financing its operations:

I think that takes a lot of the angst out of it and we can really focus on getting the model right rather
than constantly wondering where the next dollar is. (Senior manager)

Thus, TOB focused on growing its operations, which it was successfully in doing, having
delivered 35,000 boxes in 2018 and 40,000 boxes in 2019, with plans to deliver 45,000 boxes
in 2020.

5. Impact of COVID-19
With the increasing spread of COVID-19 in Australia, in March 2020 the Australian
Government commenced a series of social control measures (e.g. public movement
restrictions, social distancing requirements, lockdowns) curtailing personal and
organizational activities. These measures resulted in Australia experiencing its worst
economic downturn since the 1930s (Martin, 2020), with unprecedented increases in the
demand for food relief (Foodbank, 2020). However, the COVID-19 crisis hadmajor operational
and financial impacts on TOB’s ability to provide weekly boxes of fresh produce to its

Chief Executive 
Officer

Chief Operating 
Officer

National 
Operations 
Manager

Research and 
Operations 
Coordinator

Head of Sales
Head of 

Procurement
Chief Marketing 

Officer

Marketing 
Coordinator

Figure 1.
Organizational chart of

TFB staff members
active in TOB
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beneficiaries. Due to uncertainty associated with the distribution model, TOB was forced to
suspend operations for three weeks in March 2020:

There was just too much uncertainty. We were not sure that we would be able to deliver the boxes to
the schools and theywould go to the intended recipients.Wewere not sure if theywould just sit there,
not being used. (Manager)

TOB’s financial vulnerability also increased as its major donor, TFB, which still provided
over 90% of TOB’s funding, suffered a 70% reduction in revenues. Such a major revenue
reduction impacted TFB’s ability to continue financially and operationally supporting TOB:

We’ve had to review The One Box program and how we support that. It’s quite challenging from
both an economic perspective but also an emotional . . . perspective, because, ironically, it’s the time
when people need [food relief] the most. But at the same time, if you can’t afford it, then you can’t
afford it. (Senior manager)

In mid-April, TOB recommenced operations, slowly resuming deliveries to schools and
community centers. However, given that TFB was no longer able to offer the same level of
operational and financial support, TOB was faced with the problem of how to resume
operations and return to pre–COVID-19 weekly delivery levels. Returning to these precrisis
levels was considered important, since the COVID-19 crisis had increased levels of food
insecurity. Furthermore, due to the increased need for food relief, TOB saw the crisis as an
opportunity to expand the reach of its program.

Our findings in the next section detail the role played by accounting practices and
accounting talk in supporting TOB’s anticipatory and coping capacities.

6. Findings
6.1 Anticipatory capacities
The COVID-19 pandemic caught TOB by surprise, similar to most organizations. However,
TOB had preexisting well-developed accounting practices in place that helped it successfully
manage its increased vulnerabilities. These capacities were driven by a view that, even
though TOB was a charity, it should be managed as a business. Consequently, TOB had
implemented accounting practices such as budgets, forecasting and financial and
nonfinancial performance measurement systems:

It’s got to run like a business. Ultimately you don’t want to have a—for want of a better term—

charity mindset, as in it will cost what it will cost. It’s no. It’s run like a business. There’s disciplines,
and you typically have targets . . . so, it’s very much a business mindset that we take to how we run
TOB, even though at the end of the day it is a charity. (Senior manager)

One of the aspects associated with this business mindset was a strong emphasis on the
accounting practices of forecasts, budgets and target setting:

We’re very much budget driven and so we have our targets and our plans for the year. (Senior
manager)

Every month there’s a TOB report that’s produced, which is against its budget year-to-date rolling
forecast against basically actual plus budget remaining. (Senior manager)

TOB had an enterprise resource planning (ERP) system that could be accessed at any time to
provide information on deliveries, costs and performance relative to the budget:

[We have] a live feed out of the ERP of the number of boxes produced every week and where they’ve
gone, and then it’s tied back to what we’ve set as a budget for the cost of producing those boxes.
(Senior manager)
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Consequently, cost information was considered in terms of the produce that constituted each
week’s boxes, as well as which schools to incorporate into the program:

With all of our boxes, it’ll be season, functionality, the integrity of the product, and budget, so there’s
a few things that we look at. (Manager)

First question is . . . are we in that area and when? The second question is how many boxes need to
get there? Because that will determine whether . . . one of our existing runs that has space for it, or
whether we [need to] create a new run. (Manager)

TOB’s criteria regarding participation in the program incorporated marginal costs. If a
potential new school was near an existing delivery run and there was spare capacity within
the run, there would be very low marginal delivery costs associated with onboarding this
school into the program. Schools that were proximate to existing delivery runs were thus
prioritized in joining the program.

In addition to the above financial aspects, TOB also closely monitored nonfinancial
performance. Nonfinancial performance was tracked weekly and reported every two weeks.
The reports detailed actual performance relative to planned performance on a weekly basis
for the past few weeks, anticipated performance for the next few weeks and on a year-to-date
basis. Figure 2 provides an example of such a report. Combined with the financial reporting
practices detailed above, TOB paid close attention to its past performance, not only to gauge
how it was performing but also to utilize this information to make necessary adjustments to

Figure 2.
Nonfinancial

performance report
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future operations. For example, if the cost per box were exceeding expectations, then
adjustments would be made to the produce purchased or attempts would be increased to
source the produce at a decreased price. Alternatively, as was the case during the COVID-19
crisis, if TOBwas behind in terms of numbers of boxes delivered, then it would explore ways
in which to increase future deliveries.

In addition to paying close attention to past performance, TOB also paid close attention to
forecasting:

[The chief operating officer’s] got this finance modeling spreadsheet that is on our shared drive. I
update that every week with what numbers we’ve done and how things are looking. (Manager)

Future box deliveries changed for various reasons, such as schools or community centers
requesting increased or decreased deliveries or being unable to receive deliveries (e.g. due to a
public holiday and being unable to reschedule deliveries), or when new schools joined the
program, as occurred during the COVID-19 crisis as part of TOB’s efforts to expand the reach
of its program. Additionally, during the COVID-19 crisis, forecasted delivery numbers
changed frequently due to government announcements (e.g. the lifting and reintroduction of
public movement restrictions, the lifting and reintroduction of remote learning for schools,
changing dates of school holidays, extending school holidays) and the stretched capacity of
schools and community centers having to cope with substantially increased government
regulatory requirements coupled with the reduced availability of volunteers. Once identified,
any anticipated changes to upcoming deliveries were entered weekly into a modeling
spreadsheet, which then reforecasted deliveries for the remainder of the year. The updated
delivery numbers were then used to establish the sufficiency of financial reserves to fund
operations for the remainder of the year.

There was also a substantial amount of accounting talk (Ahrens, 1997) within TOB. As
noted by Hall (2010, p. 302), it “is primarily through talk . . . that accounting information
becomes implicated in managerial work.” At TOB, planning meetings formed a conduit to
facilitate this accounting talk:

We have a fortnightly meeting where we go through all elements of the business, from how many
boxes have we done according to what we said we were going to do, any operational issues, how
we’re going with procurement, how we’re going with logistics, . . . and marketing. . .. That’s done
with finance, operations and logistics, research, marketing, procurement. (Senior manager)

Accounting talk was observed during various episodes within planning meetings [5]. When
operations were discussed, nonfinancial performance such as in Figure 2 would be displayed.
Discussions then covered variances and their implications, especially in later periods, when
the reach of the program had expanded such that actual deliveries were exceeding planned
weekly deliveries. These discussions often linked to finance discussions surrounding TOB’s
financial reserves and what the expansion of operations meant in terms of TOB’s ability to
fund operations, for example, whether existing reserves could fund the remainder of the
year’s activities. Consequently, accounting talk formed a central component of decisions
concerning expansion of the program’s reach. Accounting information was important in
discussing issues associated with whether TOB should focus on increasing the numbers of
boxes delivered to existing schools and community centers that had a need for more, which
had low marginal costs as long as there was spare capacity in existing runs, or bringing new
schools into the program and, if so, determining which ones. As indicated above, the
proximity of a new school to existing delivery runs impacted costs, and, therefore, schools
close to existing delivery runs were prioritized.

Accounting talk was also observed in planning meetings in regard to the composition of
the produce that comprised the boxes. For example, discussions surrounding a potential
change to the vegetables in each box to increase the number of meals they provided kept
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returning to the costs associated with the various options. Discussion even progressed to,
instead of including whole vegetables, as was the current practice, the consideration of
minimal food preparation, for example, including cut vegetables (e.g. pumpkins, cabbages), to
expand the range in a boxwhile keeping produce costs within budget. This led to a discussion
on the increased overhead costs associated with food preparation, necessitating either
increased total costs per box or reducing the amount spent on the produce to offset the
increased overhead.

The above detailed anticipatory capacities played a central role in the recommencement
and continuation of TOB’s program. When the COVID-19 crisis hit, TOB already had the
above capacities in place, which allowed it to cope with the vulnerabilities that the crisis had
created. TOB’s pre-established accounting practices of budgeting, forecasting and
performance reporting (both financial and nonfinancial) meant it was constantly aware of
current performance and its financial situation, including how many weeks of operations
current reserves could fund. These accounting practices facilitated accounting talk and
ensured that accounting was implicated in the operational and logistical decision-making.

6.2 Coping capacities
6.2.1 Buffering capacities. The main buffering capacity that allowed TOB to recommence
operations as soon as it did was its financial reserves:

If you didn’t have any cash reserves . . . the program probably would have remained on hiatus for a
long period of time. (Senior manager)

Over the last three years . . .we’ve built up a corpus . . . of about $100,000 of donations. . .. And we’ve
made a call to utilize those funds to get the program active again . . . to get the program going and get
boxes out to the people who need it the most. (Senior manager)

These reserves allowed TOB to recommence its program and meant that, in the short-term,
TOB had no concerns of being unable to finance operations. However, given that TFB, which
contributed over 90% of TOB’s donations, had suffered a 70% reduction in revenues, long-
term concerns still remained. We detail below how TOB’s adaptive and transformative
capacities allowed it to address this concern.

6.2.2 Adaptive and transformative capacities. Due to TOB’s anticipatory and buffering
capacities, it was able to resume operations relatively quickly. However, as indicated in
Section 4.1, the COVID-19 crisis increased TOB’s financial vulnerability. While, as indicated
in Section 6.1, TOB had always been run with a business mind-set, to cope with increased
financial vulnerability, the emphasis placed on budgets, forecasting and performance
reporting increased during the COVID-19 crisis, especially the budget:

[The budget’s] become so much more important in the conversations I’ve been having with [the chief
operating officer] week on week. (Manager)

Concurrently, adaptations were also made to the budgetary process. As of June 2020, there
was a high degree of uncertainty regarding what the following 12 months would look like for
TOB. While Australia was emerging from its first lockdown, there was uncertainty whether
there would be further lockdowns, how quickly new schools could be onboarded, and TFB’s
ability to fund operations in the 2021 calendar year. Consequently, the preparation of the
2020–2021 financial year budget (July 1, 2020, to June 30, 2021) was delayed. Instead of an
annual budget, a quarterly budget and cash flow forecast were prepared. Given the extremely
high level of uncertainty, the preparation of a budget for the forthcoming financial year was
considered meaningless, as evidenced in the following response from a senior manager when
asked about budget preparation:

NGO financial
resilience: role
of accounting

1423



It gets thrown out the window . . . because trying to see what life looks like in 12months’ time is quite
difficult.

After several weeks, the quarterly budget was extended to a half-year budget. In October
2020, with the state of Victoria emerging from its second lockdown and increased certainty
regarding funding and the ability to deliver boxes (see below), the 2020–2021 financial year
budget was completed.

To cope with the increased levels of uncertainty associated with the crisis, in addition to
adaptations to the budgetary process, there were also adaptions to the reporting andmeeting
frequencies. The frequency of nonfinancial performance reporting increased to weekly, and
that of planning meetings changed from every two weeks to weekly. Since managers were
now being updated weekly on nonfinancial and financial performance, forecasts and
performance relative to budget, there were higher levels of accounting talk.

This accounting talk was evident in discussions at planning meetings regarding delivery
runs, especially as operations expanded, and the need to ensure operational efficiency.With a
70% reduction in sales, TFBwas conducting fewer delivery runs and covering a smaller area.
Therefore, there were not only fewer runs but also less spare capacity in TFB’s vans to assist
with TOB deliveries. TOB would thus now need to incur substantially increased delivery
costs, since it could no longer solely use the spare capacity in TFB vans if it expanded the
program. However, the funding of delivery costs would mean a reduction in the funds
available to spend on produce to assist beneficiaries. Related accounting talk led to the
decision to approach another food relief charity to see if it could conduct all deliveries in the
state of Victoria (where TOB had the most deliveries), thus reducing delivery costs and
allowing available funds to be spent on produce for beneficiaries. This was a substantial
change to the manner in which TOB operated. Previously, TFB had conducted all delivery
runs nationally, except for one.

TOB’s anticipatory and buffering capacities assisted in the relatively quick expansion of
its program through onboarding new schools and offering deliveries to community centers
over the school holidays. This meant that box numbers rapidly increased, depleting financial
reserves more quickly than expected. TOB’s forecasting and budgeting practices meant that
managers became aware of this situation and the need for timely adaptation. During a
planning meeting, we observed a senior manager informing the participants that, due to the
increase in deliveries forecast, TOB now only had sufficient financial reserves to fund
operations for another three months:

We had to move to looking at what was in TOB’s bank account.. . . and [ask] what can we fund with
just those funds, and for how long, and in which states? (Senior manager)

This increased financial vulnerability resulted in several discussions regarding TOB’s funding
model and the need for transformation. While TFB was keen to remain the major funder of
operations (in the previous year, it provided 93% of funds), it was clear to managers that TOB
needed to diversify its sources of funding to decrease financial vulnerability. Consequently, a
funding budget was developed that established the targeted level of funds being sought from
non-TFB sources (38%). To try to achieve this target, TOB ran a donation campaign, increased
its focus on attracting donations from corporations and began applying for grants from local
and state governments and philanthropic organizations. TOBmade greater efforts in scanning
the external environment, with managers actively seeking grant opportunities and the
introduction of a new weekly grants meeting focusing on which specific grants to target.

This transformation of the funding model resulted in two adaptations to accounting
practices: first, an expansion in performance reporting to incorporate a weekly update of
grants applied for and received (see the examples in Figures 3 and 4, respectively) and,
second, budgetary updates provided in planning meetings that now incorporated
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information regarding non-TFB funding received to date, expected funding (e.g.
philanthropic foundations that had committed funds but had yet to donate), and how TOB
was performing relative to its target level of non-TFB funding. This development provided
managers with financial information that was central to decision-making regarding the
further expansion of operations, such as when finances were secure enough to cover the long-
term costs associated with onboarding a new school.

The adaptations to accounting practices and transformation of the funding model were
successful and resulted in an increase in funding from corporations and philanthropic
foundations, including a philanthropic foundation agreeing to a substantial three-year
funding arrangement, ending TOB’s financial vulnerability.

7. Discussion and conclusions
In this paper, we present an application of the financial resilience framework (Barbera et al.,
2017) to a charity. Our findings highlight the importance of accounting in making charities
financially resilient. The calculative practices of accounting (Miller, 2001) coupled with
accounting talk (Ahrens, 1997) played a central role in TOB’s anticipatory and coping
capacities. The various roles of accounting (Burchell et al., 1980; Ezzamel and Bourn, 1990)
facilitated managers’ understanding of the impacts of the COVID-19 crisis, management of
uncertainties and, ultimately, envisaging and constructing alternative realities (Burchell
et al., 1980) that enabled TOB to navigate a path through the crisis.

Our findings highlight the different role that accounting plays in navigating a crisis and
how this enhances financial resilience. With regard to anticipatory capacities, accounting
operated as an answer machine, a learning machine and a dialog machine (Burchell et al.,
1980; Ezzamel and Bourn, 1990). Costing and performance information was available to
answer questions (e.g. cost per box, number of boxes delivered, performance relative to
budget) to provide information to assist in decision-making (e.g. marginal costs of
onboarding different schools), as well as to facilitate the discussion of alternatives and
problem-solving (e.g. the composition of boxes). While these operations were also observed in
relation to adaptive and transformative capacities, the emphasis changed, with more
emphasis placed on the learning and dialog operations of accounting. Furthermore, the role of
accounting expanded to include operation as an idea machine (Burchell et al., 1980; Ezzamel
and Bourn, 1990), providing multiple streams of enquiry and encouraging creativity (e.g. in
transforming the fundingmodel). These results highlight how, to enhance financial resilience,
accounting needs to be adaptive and cannot operate solely as a single machine, but needs to
operate as a hybrid of multiple machines serving different roles.

Figure 3.
Report for submitted

grants
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Figure 4.
Report for upcoming
grants
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The findings also highlight the importance of accounting as a communicative tool in
establishing financial resilience. Accounting talk (Ahrens, 1997) was an integral component
of TOB’s anticipatory and coping capacities. The verbal discussion of accounting
information allowed managers to tailor information and debate implications. Accounting
talk prompted the consideration of potential future actions, allowingmanagers to collectively
construct alternative organizational realities (Burchell et al., 1980). Regarding anticipatory
capacities, accounting talk played a central role in decisions regarding the program’s
expansion. Regarding coping capacities, accounting talk was fundamental in logistical
adaptations and in transforming the funding model. Drawing on Hall (2010), one could argue
that it is through talk that accounting helps organizations develop financial resilience.

The role accounting plays in managing uncertainty (Chenhall and Morris, 1986) and thus
enhancing financial resilience is also apparent from our findings. Accounting practices combined
with accounting talk supported TOB’s financial resilience by allowing it to adapt to the increased
perceived vulnerability experienced during the COVID-19 crisis. Through providing timely
information, facilitating discussion, as well as providing ideas that allowedmanagers to envisage
alternative realities, accounting reduced uncertainty, thereby improving decision-making.

Our findings highlight the importance of slack resources in establishing financial resilience
since buffering capacities appeared to complement and reinforce adaptive and transformative
capacities. The coping capacity of financial reserves acted as an organizational shock absorber
(Meyer, 1982), providing managers with the time and space (Ezzamel et al., 2001) to enact the
required accounting practices associated with adaptive and transformative capacities.
Financial reserves created the time and space required for accounting to change the manner in
which it operated, that is, toward placing a greater emphasis on operating as a learning and
dialog machine and incorporating the actions of an idea machine. This shift ultimately led to
the identification of a new funding model and allowed operations to expand. Although our
findings confirm the importance of slack resources in organizational adaptation (Meyer, 1982),
it contrasts with the results of Barbera et al. (2017), who find that high buffering capacities
crowd out the development of other capacities, thus reducing long-term financial resilience.

Our findings have implications for the manner in which charities operate. First, they
highlight the importance of having accounting practices in place so that, if a crisis occurs,
they can be mobilized. This is an important implication, since many charities have
underdeveloped accounting systems (McConville, 2017), which means they are likely to be
less financially resilient. While we acknowledge a perception that charities should limit
expenditure on overheads (e.g. establishing andmaintaining accounting practices), according
to our findings, an appropriate expenditure on accounting practices can enhance the financial
resilience of a charity and even lead to identifying opportunities to expand operations and
thus, assist more beneficiaries. Second, given the importance of financial reserves in ensuring
the ability to continue funding operations in the early stages of a crisis, charities would be
prudent to establish appropriate levels of reserves. However, given that stakeholders view
reserves negatively (Calabrese, 2013), charities might need to engage in a campaign to
educate stakeholders regarding the importance of reserves.

This research contributes to the accounting crisis and financial resilience literature. We
make four contributions to the accounting crisis literature: First, we highlight that accounting
is not only to be mobilized for a single purpose, but can play a multifaceted role (Ezzamel and
Bourn, 1990). Thus, research on the role of accounting during crises needs to explore all
aspects of accounting, and not focus on a single practice, such as budgets (Becker et al., 2016;
Makrygiannakis and Jack, 2016), as has been typical of prior research. Second, we highlight
that accounting need not constrain organizational responses to a crisis (Ezzamel and Bourn,
1990; Makrygiannakis and Jack, 2016), but that it can be mobilized in an enabling manner.
Accounting can provide the means through which an organization can envisage future states
and construct a new reality, thus creating a path through the economic crisis. Third,wehighlight
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the role accounting talk plays in navigating an economic crisis and extend this literature to the
charity sector. Fourth, we are the first to explore the role of accounting in helping a charity
during a crisis. Prior literature has focused on for-profit organizations and local governments.
With regard to the financial resilience literature, we demonstrate the broad applicability of the
financial resilience framework through its application to a charity and to an unexpected
economic crisis. Previously, the framework had only been applied to local governments and to
austerity measures (Ahrens and Ferry, 2020; Barbera et al., 2017, 2020). Furthermore, we reveal
the role of accounting as a communicative device in creating financial resilience. It is not just
accounting per se that is important in developing financial resilience, but the manner in which
the information generated from accounting practices is used in verbal communications.

Notes

1. Accounting talk is the use of accounting information in verbal discussions (Hall, 2010).

2. To maintain anonymity, we attribute the interview quotes by referring to the chief executive officer,
chief operating officer, head of sales, head of procurement and chief marketing officer as senior
managers and the national operations manager, research and operations coordinator, andmarketing
coordinator as managers.

3. We adopt the term adaptive capacities (transformative capacities) to reflect the ability to adapt
(transform) and to acknowledge the adaptation (transformation) could have occurred, as opposed to
the term adapting capacities (transforming capacities) used by Barbera et al. (2017) and Barbera et al.
(2020), which implies that the process of adaptation (transformation) is still occurring.

4. Rescued food is food that would otherwise be disposed of retrieved from organizations (e.g.
supermarkets) and distributed to beneficiaries. Although edible, it is often old or damaged.

5. Planningmeetingswere attended by the chief executive officer, chief operating officer, head of sales, head
of procurement, chief marketing officer, research and operations coordinator, andmarketing coordinator.
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