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Abstract 
One of the basic economic categories which have a direct influence on the financial result in public 
universities are the costs of their functioning. They play a key role both in assessing the profitability 
e.g. of individual fields of studies and in the process of operational and strategic decision making. 
Therefore, it is important the methods applied in these universities of recording, accounting, and 
calculating unit costs – forming the so-called cost accounting system – enable these entities to obtain 
comprehensive information on the costs, which are useful in terms of their various needs. 
Unfortunately, the cost accounting of public universities in Poland is determined by a number of legal 
regulations, which has an adverse impact on its usefulness in the effective management of university 
costs. This cost accounting, as part of university accounting other than requirements of obligatory 
external reporting, should – most of all – take into account internal information needs of its users.  

The foregoing considerations have become a key premise for the development of this article, whose 
main aim is to identify and analyze obligatory principles and requirements regarding the cost 
accounting of public universities in Poland (resulting from existing legal regulations) and the 
assessment of this accounting usefulness to manage universities cost. The assessment was 
formulated on the basis of the author’s observations, as well as the survey research carried out by her.  

In the first part of this article a detailed analysis of principles of recording and accounting costs in 
public universities in Poland was carried out, which result from existing legal regulations. Apart from 
the descriptive analysis, they were presented also in a model approach. 

Considerations presented in the second part, concerning the assessment of the cost accounting 
system usefulness for effective costs management in public universities in Poland are vital for the aim 
of the article. The results of survey research carried out by the author’s in all public universities in 
Poland were, among other things, presented in this part, which confirmed her opinion about the cost 
accounting system of the researched universities.  

The results of the analysis carried out confirm the thesis adopted at the beginning of the 
considerations about a limited usefulness of the obligatory cost accounting system in public 
universities for effective management, which was presented in the final part of the article. On the basis 
of the research carried out, it should be stated that public universities in Poland need more advanced 
management accounting tools. 

Keywords: higher education sector, public universities, cost accounting, the model of cost accounting, 
survey research. 

1 INTRODUCTION 
The higher education sector in Poland has a very diverse structure. It includes both traditional 
universities, i.e. large academic institutions and vocational universities, public and non-public 
institutions of higher education, small and large, with good and poor results, differing in both objectives 
and strategies for action [1]. Despite this diversity, all these higher education institutions face the 
problem of effective cost management. This problem is particularly evident in public higher education 
institutions, which, because of their belonging to the public sector, have to adapt to the state policy in 
the field of higher education. In Poland, the activities of public higher education institutions, including 
in particular teaching and research activities, are mainly financed from the budget. In 2017, these 
funds in the teaching activity constituted over 80% of the total revenues from this activity, and in case 
of research activity – approx. 73% of the total revenues from this activity [2]. Moreover, the state 
imposes on public higher education institutions a number of legal regulations concerning the financial 
management of such institutions. These regulations concern – among others – the recording, 
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accounting and calculation of costs, which significantly limits the autonomy of higher education 
institutions with regard to the free management of their costs. These regulations set out a strict 
organizational and legal framework for the cost accounting system used in these higher education 
institutions. This account, as part of the accounting of a given higher education institution, should 
consider the requirements of mandatory external reporting, but it should also support the decision-
making processes of direct users of cost information, i.e. management and accounting services. 
However, if the cost accounting system is limited only to the requirements and principles resulting from 
mandatory legal regulations, its informative usefulness for management purposes is very limited.  

This article discusses the problem of identification and analysis of obligatory rules and requirements 
concerning the cost accounting of public higher education institutions in Poland, resulting from the 
existing legal regulations, and assessment of the usefulness of the cost accounting used in most 
public higher education institutions to manage their costs.  

This problem is particularly relevant in the context of the currently ongoing reform of the higher 
education sector in Poland, as it is an excellent opportunity to take all measures to modernize the 
already outdated cost management systems. 

2 METHODOLOGY 
Achievement of the objective of this article required the use of the following research methods:  

• analysis and criticism of literature on the subject, which included problems related to the issues 
raised,  

• analysis of legal regulations concerning the principles of recording, accounting and calculation 
of costs in public higher education institutions,  

• modeling,  
• surveys.  

The analysis of the literature on the subject concerning the full cost accounting system as well as all 
legal regulations covering the principles of recording, accounting and calculation of cost in public 
universities enabled the development of a simplified model of the cost accounting system used in 
public universities, which was then evaluated. In order to confirm the Author's opinion on the critical 
assessment of the usefulness of cost accounting for public higher education institutions for cost 
management of these institutions, a survey was also conducted in the group of all public higher 
education institutions (132 public higher education institutions) recognized as higher education sector 
in Poland. This survey was conducted using the Computer-Assisted Web Interview (CAWI) method, 
which consists in completing a questionnaire in an electronic form. Its aim was to evaluate the 
usefulness of the existing system of cost accounting for public higher education institutions for the 
needs of managing the costs of these institutions. The questionnaire included 30 questions divided 
into three parts: general information about the higher education institution, opinion on the applied cost 
calculation and information on the extent to which the cost calculation for activities in public 
universities was used. The scope of the survey questions concerned only the assessment of 
usefulness of the cost accounting used in the surveyed higher education institutions without providing 
financial data. Apart from the electronic information, the request to fill in the questionnaire was also 
sent to Rectors of higher education institutions by traditional mail, i.e. in written form. Rectors usually 
commissioned the completion of the questionnaire to accounting departments subordinate to them, 
which certainly increased the reliability and credibility of the answers provided. 52 out of 132 public 
higher education institutions in Poland filled in the questionnaire, which constitutes about 40% of all 
public higher education institutions. Due to the limited size of the article, from among all the questions 
of the survey, 5 questions, the results of which – in the Author’s opinion – are crucial for the 
achievement of the objective of this article, were selected. 
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3 RESULTS 

3.1 Cost accounting in public universities and its formal and legal regulations 
As mentioned above, the higher education sector in Poland is currently undergoing further reform 
processes. The provisions of the amended Act on Higher Education and Science dated 20 July 2018 
(Journal of laws of 2018, item 1668) – which is the basic legal act regulating the principles of 
functioning of higher education institutions – introduce a number of significant changes, among others, 
with regard to the principles of financing higher education institutions from budgetary funds or the 
model of university management. However, the assumptions of the reform did not raise the problem 
crucial for higher education institutions of the usefulness of applicable cost accounting system.  

The obligation to maintain a specific cost accounting in public higher education institutions results from 
many legal acts, including the aforementioned Act on Higher Education and Science, the Act on 
Accounting of 29 September 1994 (Journal of Laws No. 121, item 591, as amended) and the 
Regulation of the Council of Ministers of 18 December 2012 on detailed rules for financial 
management of public higher education institutions (Journal of Laws, no. 0, item 1533 – Act not in 
force – repealed legal basis).  

In the first of the mentioned legal acts, i.e. the Act on Higher Education and Science, little attention 
was paid to detailed regulations concerning the system of cost accounting in public higher education 
institutions. Article 408, section 1 of this Act indicates, however, that these higher education 
institutions carry out independent financial management on the basis of a material and financial plan, 
which means that they should cover the costs of their activities from their revenues. This implies the 
need for registering all costs incurred by universities in different fields of their activity. Other provisions 
of this act have no direct impact on the cost accounting model used in public universities and are 
related to certain specific issues e.g. associating the level of fees charged by universities for 
educational services with the costs necessary to start and provide these services [3]. This determines 
the need for such a method of measurement and cost accounting that would allow proper calculation 
of the cost of education per student, with the specific educational services. Any irregularities in the 
process of cost calculation cause a situation where public universities can offer their educational 
services while lowering or increasing the values of the incurred costs, and thus they distort the value 
of the fees collected [4].  

Another legal act that has an impact on the system of cost accounting of public universities is the 
Accounting Act from 29th September 1994. The regulations included in the Act shape the cost 
accounting system through the obligation of applying fundamental principles of accounting as well as 
by the imposed forms of financial reporting.  

The accrual principle and the cause-and-effect matching of costs and revenues are among the most 
substantial accounting principles (taking the analyzed issue into consideration). The first one obliges 
public universities to register obtained revenues or incurred costs the moment they occur, i.e. 
irrespective of the date of payment [5]. Therefore, it is possible to obtain transparent information on 
the revenues and costs arising during the period, irrespective of the date of their financial accounts 
and generated cash flows. The principle of cause-and-effect matching of costs and revenues implies 
the need to include in the accounts for the reporting period only the costs and revenues that relate to 
that period. The realized revenues concerning a given period (together with the matching costs) affect 
the obtained financial result.  

The obligation of preparing obligatory financial reports (in a given form) by higher education 
institutions results from the Accounting Act. In particular, this applies to the interim report entitled 
"profit and loss account" which public universities have to prepare in the so-called comparative variant. 
The final shape of the discussed report compels universities to register the incurred costs in a specific 
form [6]. These costs are grouped according to type of activity, i.e. operating, non-operating and 
financial. This method of presenting information on costs determines the method of registering them 
and causes a situation where operating costs are registered in two sections: by category and by 
calculation.  

The "by category" system is characterized by division of costs into the so-called simple operating costs 
incurred by an entity. Fig. 1 illustrates the basic items of costs by category. 
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Figure 1. System of costs by category. Source: Own work on the basis of I. Kondratowicz-Garbarska, Profit 

and Loss Accounting. Its Essence, Aims, and Practical Applications. Warsaw: PWN, 2013, p. 41.  

Presenting costs in the by category system facilitates answering the following question: how much and 
what types of costs have been incurred. Additionally, it facilitates determining the labour and material 
factors, examining the structure of costs in an entity as well as controlling the consumption of 
particular production factors connected with manufacturing of products and rendering of services. 

Another cost registering system is the calculation system, in which costs of operating activity are 
divided according to their place of generation, i.e. basic activity costs, auxiliary activity costs, 
department costs, management costs, purchase and sale costs. The above-mentioned groups of 
costs are also divided according to direct (direct materials, direct remuneration) and indirect costs 
(department costs, management costs, sales costs). The calculation system, owing to the cost 
classification applied, facilitates calculating diverse items of costs, including: determining technological 
cost of manufacturing a given product or providing a given service, or an own cost of sales.  

The above-mentioned requirements of cost accounting in public universities, are developed and 
supplemented in the Regulation of the Council of Ministers from 18th December 2012 on detailed 
principles of financial economy of higher education institutions. As of 11.04.2019, the Regulation in 
question has the status of an inapplicable due to the repealed legal basis, i.e. the Act on Higher 
Education of 27 July 2005, which ceased to be applicable on 1 October 2018. Nevertheless, due to 
the lack of new legislative solutions, public higher education institutions continue to conduct their 
financial management in accordance with the rules of the regulation, which is no longer in force. 
Pursuant to the law in force until 30 September 2018, public higher education institutions were 
obligated to record operational costs in a division by teaching, research and separated economic 
activities. Moreover, under each of the above activities, costs had to be recorded in a division by 
source of financing, i.e. with a separation of financing from State grants and from own revenue. On the 
other hand, according to the new rules of funding of public higher education institutions, these units 
will receive budgetary resources under a single subsidy instead of numerous grants, the allocation of 
which they will be able to decide for themselves, which will certainly require changes to be made to 
the cost recording to take account of new sources of funding. The autonomy granted to higher 
education institutions with regard to the management of the funds they obtain also emphasizes the 
rank and importance of accounting of costs of higher education institutions and their usefulness for 
effective cost management. 

As already stated, the costs of higher education institutions are accounted for as per the type of 
activity. Table 1 shows the cost items which - in accordance with the analysed regulation – are 
included in the basic operating activity of higher education institutions split into didactic, research, and 
separate economic activity).  
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Table 1. The costs of basic operating activity of public universities in Poland. 

Type of activity Cost item 

Didactic activity 

costs connected with: 
• the didactic process on all types of studies, including post-graduate studies, 

courses and trainings (together with costs connected with the realization of tasks 
by e.g. military and naval academies; the Ministry of the Interior and Administration 
academies, and academies of fine arts, 

• training academic teachers, 
• maintaining public universities, including the costs of renovations, renting 

dormitories and students’ canteens, 
• conducting other activities taken by a public university financed with the revenues 

from didactic activity; 

Research activity 
costs connected with: 
• conducting scientific research and development works, providing research services 

which are financed with the revenues from the research activity;  

Separate 
economic activity • the costs of operation of separate units of a public university. 

Source: Own work on the basis of the Regulation of the Council of Ministers from 18th December 2012 on detailed principles 
of financial economy of higher education institutions. Journal of Laws No. 0, item 1533.  

The cost items presented in Table 1 are additionally accounted for and registered as split into costs of 
education on full-time and part-time studies together with the costs of other didactic activity. Research 
activity costs are registered according to the sources of financing split into budget sources, charges for 
the provided services as well as foreign sources. 

The method of registering other costs of operating activity, financial activity as well as extraordinary 
losses is an essential part of the cost accounting system of public universities. Costs not related to 
basic operating activity of a university are described as other operating costs, which include the 
following:  

- the costs of selling and liquidating of fixed assets,  
- fines and damages paid,  
- the value of write-offs concerning statute-barred, remitted, and non-collectible receivables,  
- the value of write-offs of receivables,  
- the costs of maintaining amenity buildings,  
- the value of assets or donations granted free of charge.  

Financial costs are another group of costs in public universities. They include:  

• interest rates and commissions concerning a given period of loans and credits on the statutory 
activity of public universities,  

• interest rates from the public law and civil law obligations,  
• exchange rate differences from the estimation of financial sources concerning the balance sheet 

day, settlements as well as the receivables and obligations realized at payment.  

The last group are extraordinary losses; they include losses generated as a result of events which are 
difficult to forecast apart from their statutory activity and not related to general risk of conducting it. 
These events are, i.e. floods, fires, hailstorms, tornadoes, landslides and thefts. 

To conclude, the model of cost accounting system in public universities in Poland has to meet some 
pre-determined principles, above all those required by the legal acts. This model includes the 
following:  

• fundamental accounting principles including superior accounting principle and cause-and-effect 
matching of costs and revenues principle,  

• an approach to costs and revenues that allows the assessment of the degree of coverage of 
operating expenses with generated incomes,  
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• preparing obligatory financial reports, according to certain forms, including the most significant 
one (in terms of cost accounting), i.e. profit and loss accounting in the comparative variant,  

• cost register according to activity type, i.e. operating, non-operating and financial activity,  
• registering operating activity costs in two sections: by category and by calculation,  

• registering operating activity costs split into didactic, research and separate economic activity,  
• registering costs of the above-mentioned activity types split into the sources of financing, i.e. 

with separation of financing from budget grants as well as own revenue,  

• registering didactic activity costs with separation of the costs of full-time and part-time studies.  

Fig. 2 additionally illustrates the above-mentioned general principles of the cost accounting system 
which is binding in all Polish higher education institutions. 

 
Figure 2. Simplified model of the cost accounting of public universities taking into account 

 the mandatory legal requirements. Source: Own work.  

It is worth noting once again that the cost accounting model for higher education institutions presented 
above is based, among others, on the provisions of the repealed regulation. It cannot be ruled out that 
new solutions in this area will change the existing method of recording and accounting for costs at 
higher education institutions, e.g. in relation to the records of costs of teaching and research activities 
broken down by sources of their financing.  

The cost accounting model presented in this section has been subject to an assessment of its 
suitability for effective cost management at higher education institutions. The results of the 
assessment are presented in the next part of the article. 

3.2 The usefulness of cost accounting of public universities to the needs of 
managing these universities 

According to the Author of the article, cost accounting of a public university, considering only binding 
legal and formal regulations, is relatively inapplicable with respect to managing a university. First of all, 
it facilitates preparing basic financial reports (which is obligatory in public universities) and cost 
analyses of their activity according to the discussed sections. This information can obviously be 
utilized for managerial needs, but only to the extent of their usefulness. Thus, decisions can be made 
on the basis of structural analysis in the registered sections. Those decisions have an influence on the 
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structure of global changes as well as on particular organizational units (e.g. cost by category, costs of 
didactic and research activity, etc.). However, the scope of information on costs generated in the 
above accounting model does not enable identifying fixed and variable costs, controlled and 
uncontrolled costs, costs of realizing particular tasks, and processes within didactic and research 
activity. Moreover, it does not facilitate a detailed analysis and solving such decision problems as:  

• correct cost calculation as regards educating a student on various types and degrees of studies 
(which considers, on the one hand, statutory requirements discussed earlier and, on the other 
hand, eliminating too simplified and symbolic method of accounting the so-called general and 
administrative costs, as well as indirect costs into particular forms and fields of study);  

• determining the profitability of launching and running diverse didactic as well as research 
activities by utilizing the so-called break-even point;  

• determining the level and structure of planned costs, which is particularly useful for the needs of 
preparing financial plans for future periods (the so-called target costing);  

• acquiring complete information on costs concerning the evaluation of the same products and 
services depending on the level of utilizing the possessed didactic and laboratory potential 
(classrooms, laboratories, academic staff, etc.).  

Efficient and effective management of public universities requires relatively larger knowledge on the 
nature and structure of costs which are incurred in various spheres of their activity (in different 
organizational units), including departments. These needs particularly concern knowledge on the 
activities and processes determining the generation of these costs (together with identifying the 
causes and mechanisms of generating them). Nevertheless, it requires a division of given activity 
areas as regards universities in different organizational units which will allow the identification of 
separate operations (processes) realized in these units. From the point of view of managing public 
universities, it is also essential to learn which costs are fixed and which are variable (together with the 
variability type, i.e. proportional, degressive, or progressive). However, learning this cost structure 
requires taking the elements of variable cost accounting model into consideration. 

The above considerations are also confirmed by the results of a survey carried out by the Author of 
the article in a group of 132 public higher education institutions in Poland. The survey carried out 
shows that in the vast majority of the surveyed higher education institutions the leading cost 
accounting system is – as described in the previous part – the system of full cost accounting – see 
Table 2. 

Table 2. Cost accounting systems used in public higher education institutions in Poland. 

Cost accounting Number of 
answers % 

Full cost accounting 45 86.54% 

Variable costing 6 11.54% 

Multi-stage and multi-block cost accounting 2 3.85% 

Target costing 2 3.85% 

Activity Based Costing 12 23.08% 

Report accounting 1 1.92% 

Multi-purpose cost accounting focused on the management of long-term projects 1 1.92% 
Note: More than one answer was available.  
Source: Own work.  

In addition to full cost accounting, the principles of which result from many legal regulations, higher 
education institutions also use other cost accounting systems listed in Table 2. However, the level of 
their use is relatively small, although over 50% of respondents indicate the need to have a wider range 
of information about the centers and causes of costs at higher education institutions as well as the 
need to use more reliable methods of calculating unit costs [7]. The lack of interest in the 
implementation of other, so-called modern cost accounting systems may be caused by the large 
number of reporting obligations imposed on public higher education institutions in Poland. The cost 
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accounting used in the surveyed higher education institutions is mainly used for short-term cost 
planning, their accounting and control on an ongoing basis – see Table 3. This confirms the statement 
that this account is aimed at satisfying the information needs of mandatory external reporting rather 
than the needs of effective management of the higher education institutions. 

Table 3. Purposes of using the cost accounting. 

Answer Number of 
answers % 

short-term cost planning (within a period of up to 1 year) 44 84.62% 

long-term cost planning (within a period exceeding 1 year) 28 53.85% 

current costs accounting 38 73.08% 

analysis of costs incurred in the past 29 55.77% 

control of costs 41 78.85% 

calculation of unit costs 29 55.77% 

calculation of costs of selected processes occurring at the higher education 
institutions 24 46.15% 

Note: More than one answer was available.  
Source: Own work.  

The above thesis is confirmed by the answers given to the question concerning the assessment of the 
usefulness of cost information provided to higher education institutions by full cost accounting for the 
management of the higher education institution. Nearly 60% of all the surveyed higher education 
institutions confirmed that the cost calculation used in higher education institutions (full cost 
accounting), determined, first of all, by obligatory legal regulations, is not very useful or only partly 
useful for effective management of a public higher education institution [8]. In the opinion of 
respondents, the main obstacles to effective management of costs of higher education institutions are: 
the specific nature of higher education institution operations, lack of sufficient information on the 
structure and cost centers as well as lack of appropriate IT tools to obtain information on costs – see 
Table 4. 

Table 4. Obstacles to effective cost management. 

Answer Number of 
answers % 

lack of sufficient information about the structure and places of cost generation 11 21.15% 

too simplified cost accounting system 7 13.46% 

lack of clearly defined cost accounting principles and cost calculation 9 17.31% 

too many legal regulations regarding cost accounting 10 19.23% 

the specifics of the university's activity 32 61.54% 

lack of appropriate IT tools to obtain information about costs 13 25.00% 

another answer 4 7.69% 
Note: More than one answer was available.  
Source: Own work.  

The survey carried out shows that the cost accounting applied in public higher education institutions, 
which principles of recording, accounting and calculation of unit costs are determined by a number of 
legal regulations, is not very useful for effective management of costs of higher education institutions. 
The scope and structure of the cost information obtained from this system are too aggregated and 
thus insufficient for authorities of higher education institutions for management purposes. In its current 
form, this account is mainly aimed at fulfilling external reporting obligations, which is definitely not 
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sufficient for such a diverse range of activities which are activities of public higher education 
institutions. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
The model of cost accounting for public higher education institutions presented in the article was 
developed on the basis of the analysis of legal regulations in force in these higher education 
institutions. Unfortunately, the survey shows that this system does not meet the information needs of 
its users concerning the costs incurred by higher education institutions. This model should be 
constructed in such a way that the methods of measurement, recording, accounting and calculation of 
costs included in it enable the provision of information on costs, which is required by the applicable 
legal and reporting regulations, at the same time it should provide the management of the higher 
education institution with information necessary to solve various decision-making problems. This 
problem is particularly important in the context of the reform processes currently taking place in the 
higher education sector in Poland. The change of key regulations concerning the principles of 
functioning of public higher education institutions is also an excellent opportunity to change the system 
of cost accounting for these higher education institutions. 
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