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ABSTRACT  

Tax compliance in Brazil is shaped not only by economic deterrence but also by institutional 

pressures — coercive, mimetic, and normative — that push small and medium enterprises (SMEs) 

toward isomorphic organisational change. Despite this, no study has systematically mapped how 

institutional-theory and organisational-change literatures intersect with tax compliance 

specifically among Brazilian SMEs. This article presents a systematic literature review of studies 

published between 2010 and 2026, following a nine-step protocol and PRISMA 2020 reporting 

standards, searching the Web of Science and Scopus databases. Using Powell and DiMaggio's 

isomorphism typology alongside Oliver's typology of strategic responses (acquiescence, 

compromise, avoidance, defiance, and manipulation), the review examines how tax-related 

institutional pressures shape organisational change processes in Brazilian SMEs and how these 

firms respond strategically. The review consolidates a fragmented body of research, proposes a 

joint analytical framework linking institutional pressure sources to firm-level strategic responses, 

and outlines a research agenda with implications for tax administration design and SME support 

policy, including connections to UN Sustainable Development Goals 8 and 16. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Tax compliance has long been treated in the 

accounting and public-finance literature as a matter of 

enforcement, deterrence, and calculative rationality, in 

which firms weigh the probability of audit and the size 

of penalties against the benefits of underreporting 

(Tonetto et al., 2024). This economic-deterrence view, 

however, has been increasingly challenged by scholars 

who argue that compliance behaviour is also — and in 

many contexts predominantly — shaped by 

institutional forces that operate independently of, and 

sometimes in tension with, purely economic 

calculations (Shahid et al., 2022). Firms comply, resist, 

negotiate, or symbolically adapt to tax rules not only 

because of expected costs and benefits, but because tax 

authorities, professional associations, business 

networks, and peer firms exert coercive, normative, 

and mimetic pressures that push organisations toward 

similar structures and practices (Shahid et al., 2022). 

In emerging economies such as Brazil, this 

institutional dimension of tax compliance is 

particularly salient. The Brazilian tax system is widely 

described in the literature as one of the most complex 

in the world, characterised by overlapping federal, 

state, and municipal tax jurisdictions, frequent 

legislative change, and a dense web of ancillary 

reporting obligations that fall disproportionately on 

smaller firms with limited administrative capacity 

(Hoppe et al., 2021). Small and medium enterprises 

(SMEs), which account for a large share of employment 

and gross domestic product in Brazil according to 

Santos et al. (2025), are simultaneously the most 

exposed to this complexity and the least equipped, in 

terms of accounting infrastructure and specialised 

personnel, to absorb it without some form of 

organisational adaptation. 
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It is within this tension that the present review 

situates itself. If tax-related institutional pressures 

push Brazilian SMEs toward isomorphic change — 

that is, toward becoming structurally and procedurally 

similar to one another and to what regulators expect 

— then understanding the mechanisms of this 

pressure, and the strategic responses available to 

firms, becomes central to explaining why some SMEs 

formalise, professionalise their accounting function, or 

adopt new information systems, while others remain 

informal, resist, or adopt only symbolic compliance. 

Oliver's typology of strategic responses, in Santos et al. 

(2025) — acquiescence, compromise, avoidance, 

defiance, and manipulation — offers a vocabulary for 

describing this variation that goes beyond a binary 

compliant/non-compliant classification. 

Despite the theoretical relevance of this 

intersection, no study to date has systematically 

mapped how the organisational-change and 

institutional-theory literatures have engaged with tax 

compliance specifically in the Brazilian SME context. 

Existing reviews tend to address either (i) tax 

compliance determinants in general, without an 

institutional-theory lens, or (ii) institutional 

isomorphism in organisations broadly, without a 

specific focus on tax-related pressures or on SMEs. 

Given this gap, the present article aims to provide a 

systematic overview of academic studies published 

between 2010 and 2026 on tax and compliance-

related institutional pressures and organisational 

change in Brazilian SMEs. To guide this review, the 

following research question is proposed: “How do tax-

related institutional pressures shape organisational 

change processes in Brazilian SMEs, and how do these 

firms respond strategically to such pressures?” 

This study contributes to the literature in three 

ways. First, it consolidates a fragmented body of 

research at the intersection of institutional theory, tax 

compliance, and organisational change, using an 

explicit and replicable protocol. Second, it applies 

Powell and DiMaggio's (2023) isomorphism typology 

and Oliver's strategic-response framework, in 

Kozachenko et al. (2021), as a joint analytical lens, 

allowing the review to classify not only why pressures 

arise but also how firms respond to them. Third, it 

proposes a research agenda addressing the specific 

informational, administrative, and behavioural 

constraints of Brazilian SMEs, with implications for tax 

administration design and SME support policy, 

including possible connections to United Nations 

Sustainable Development Goal 8 (Decent Work and 

Economic Growth) and Goal 16 (strong institutions), 

insofar as simplified and predictable tax regimes are 

associated with formalisation and firm survival. 

This article is structured as follows. Section 2 

presents the theoretical background on institutional 

pressures, isomorphism, strategic responses, and tax 

compliance in the Brazilian SME context. Section 3 

details the methodological procedures, including the 

nine-step protocol and PRISMA flow. Section 4 

presents the descriptive results of the systematic 

review. Section 5 discusses the findings in light of the 

theoretical framework. Section 6 proposes a research 

agenda, and Section 7 offers final considerations, 

limitations, and references. 

2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

2.1 Institutional Theory, Isomorphism, and 
Organisational Fields 

Institutional theory proposes that organisations 

operating in the same field tend to become structurally 

similar over time, not necessarily because 

homogeneity improves efficiency, but because 

conformity to shared rules, norms, and cognitive 

templates confers legitimacy and access to resources 

(Powell & DiMaggio, 2023). Powell and DiMaggio 

(2023) identify three mechanisms through which this 

isomorphic change occurs: coercive isomorphism, 

which results from formal and informal pressures 

exerted by organisations on which a firm is dependent 

— most notably the state, through law and regulation; 

mimetic isomorphism, which arises when firms model 

themselves on other organisations perceived as more 

legitimate or successful, particularly under conditions 

of uncertainty; and normative isomorphism, which 

stems from professionalisation, including the 

standards diffused by accounting bodies, tax 

consultants, and business associations. 

Applied to the tax domain, coercive isomorphism 

is the most visible mechanism: tax authorities such as 

the Receita Federal do Brasil, together with state and 

municipal revenue agencies, impose reporting 

formats, digital bookkeeping obligations, and 

standardised invoicing systems that firms must adopt 

regardless of their size or administrative capacity. 

Mimetic pressures operate when SMEs, uncertain 

about how to interpret ambiguous tax rules, imitate 
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the practices of larger or more established peers, 

accountants, or sector associations. Normative 

pressures are transmitted through the accounting 

profession itself: since most Brazilian SMEs outsource 

bookkeeping to external accounting offices, the 

professional norms, software choices, and risk 

tolerance of these intermediaries become a powerful 

and underexplored channel of institutional diffusion 

(Caria & Gomes, 2022). 

2.2 Oliver's Typology of Strategic Responses to 
Institutional Processes 

While Powell and DiMaggio (2023) explain why 

organisations tend to converge, they say relatively 

little about variation in response. Oliver, in 

Kozachenko et al. (2021), addresses this gap by 

proposing five strategic responses that organisations 

may adopt when facing institutional pressures: 

acquiescence (habitual, imitative, or compliant 

conformity), compromise (balancing, pacifying, or 

bargaining with institutional demands), avoidance 

(concealing nonconformity, buffering, or escaping the 

pressure altogether), defiance (dismissing, 

challenging, or attacking the institutional 

requirement), and manipulation (co-opting, 

influencing, or controlling the source of pressure). 

This typology is particularly useful for the 

Brazilian SME context because it accommodates the 

well-documented coexistence of formal compliance, 

informality, and hybrid arrangements. A firm may 

acquiesce to federal tax registration while avoiding 

certain ancillary obligations through informal cash 

transactions; another may seek a compromise position 

by opting into simplified regimes (Paula & 

Scheinkman, 2009), which reduce compliance burden 

in exchange for revenue and sectoral eligibility limits; 

a third may defy specific municipal service-tax 

requirements it perceives as illegitimate or 

duplicative. Mapping which response predominates, 

and under what organisational conditions (firm size, 

sector, ownership structure, accounting 

arrangement), is one of the central tasks this review 

sets out to accomplish. 

2.3 Tax Compliance as an Institutional and 
Organisational-Change Phenomenon 

Organisational change, in this review, is 

understood broadly as any modification in a firm's 

structures, routines, systems, or strategy that can be 

traced, at least in part, to tax-related institutional 

pressure. This includes the adoption of digital 

accounting systems to comply with regulatory 

requirements, the creation or outsourcing of a 

dedicated tax/compliance function, migration 

between tax regimes, and less visible cognitive or 

cultural changes, such as shifts in owner-managers' 

perception of formalisation as a legitimacy-enhancing 

rather than purely cost-increasing decision (Salvi et al., 

2022). Framing tax compliance as a driver of 

organisational change, rather than merely as an 

outcome to be predicted, allows the review to connect 

the tax-compliance literature to the broader 

organisational-change and institutional-theory 

traditions, in the same way that curriculum change has 

been framed as an organisational response to 

sustainability-related institutional pressure in higher-

education research (Annesi et al., 2024). 

2.4 SMEs in the Brazilian Institutional Context 

Brazilian SMEs operate within a distinctive 

regulatory architecture that combines a simplified 

unified regime for eligible micro and small enterprises 

with a considerably more complex regime for medium 

and larger firms, each carrying different coercive and 

administrative demands (Veiga & McCahery, 2020). 

This tiered structure means that institutional pressure 

is not uniform across the SME population: a firm's 

exposure to coercive isomorphism changes 

discontinuously as it crosses revenue thresholds, 

creating documented incentives for firms to remain 

artificially below eligibility ceilings — a phenomenon 

that can itself be read as an avoidance strategy in 

Kozachenko et al.'s (2021) sense. Regional 

heterogeneity across Brazilian states, differences in 

municipal tax administration capacity, and the 

historically high level of informality in parts of the SME 

population further complicate any uniform account of 

institutional pressure and organisational response, 

reinforcing the need for a systematic mapping exercise 

of the kind undertaken in this review. 

3. METHOD 

To answer the research question, this review 

follows the nine-step systematic literature review 

protocol proposed by Donato and Donato in Veiga and 

McCahery (2020), adapted to management and 

accounting research in the same spirit as prior SLRs in 

the sustainability-curriculum literature. The nine 

steps are: (1) formulation of the research question; (2) 
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location and selection of studies; (3) critical appraisal 

of the studies; (4) data collection; (5) presentation of 

data; (6) analysis and discussion of results; (7) 

interpretation of results; (8) improvement and 

updating of the review; and (9) reporting and 

dissemination of findings. Steps 1–5 are detailed 

below; steps 6–9 correspond to Sections 4–7 of this 

article. 

3.1 Search Process and Inclusion/Exclusion Criteria 

The review began with the objective of 

systematically synthesising the literature on how tax 

and compliance-related institutional pressures 

influence organisational change among Brazilian small 

and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). To achieve this 

objective, the research question stated above was 

formulated. To answer this question within a 

manageable scope, a set of predefined inclusion and 

exclusion criteria was established to identify studies 

that were directly relevant to the review. To maintain 

adherence to the research question, search strings 

were developed around five key concepts: tax 

compliance, institutional pressures, organisational 

change, small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), 

and Brazil. The search combined terms such as “tax 

compliance,” “tax regulation,” “tax administration,” 

“institutional theory,” “coercive isomorphism,” 

“normative isomorphism,” “mimetic isomorphism,” 

“organizational change,” “organizational 

transformation,” “SME,” “small business,” “Brazil,” and 

“Brazilian,” using the Boolean operators OR and AND 

to maximise the retrieval of relevant studies. The Web 

of Science (WoS) and Scopus databases were selected 

because they represent two of the largest and most 

comprehensive indexing databases of peer-reviewed 

literature in management, accounting, business, 

organisational studies, and public policy, consistent 

with previous systematic literature reviews 

(Bartolacci et al., 2019; Netto et al., 2020; Santos et al., 

2023; Schulze et al., 2015; Torre et al., 2023). The 

search period was limited to 2010–2026, covering the 

years following the consolidation of the Simples 

Nacional regime and the implementation of major 

digital tax administration initiatives in Brazil, which 

have significantly transformed the country's tax 

compliance environment for SMEs. The searches were 

conducted in both databases during the review period, 

and the results were restricted to peer-reviewed 

journal articles published in English. Conference 

proceedings, books, book chapters, editorials, 

dissertations, theses, reports, and other forms of grey 

literature were excluded. Likewise, studies that did not 

focus on Brazilian SMEs, tax or compliance-related 

institutional pressures, or organisational change were 

removed during the screening process to ensure that 

only studies directly aligned with the objectives of the 

review were included. 

3.2 Study Selection, Data Collection, and PRISMA 
Flow 

Study selection was conducted by the researcher 

using a two-stage screening process comprising title 

and abstract screening followed by full-text 

assessment based on the predefined inclusion and 

exclusion criteria. Where eligibility could not be 

determined from the title and abstract alone, the study 

was retained for full-text review to avoid the 

premature exclusion of potentially relevant evidence. 

Following the final selection of eligible studies, data 

were extracted using a standardised data extraction 

form to ensure consistency and accuracy. The study 

selection process was reported using the PRISMA 

2020 flow diagram, which documented the number of 

records identified, screened, excluded, assessed for 

eligibility, and ultimately included in the review, 

shown in Figure 1. 

Figure 1. PRISMA 2020 Flow Diagram 

Records identified Web of Science n = 612  •  Scopus n = 934  (total 
1,546) 

↓ 

Records removed before screening Duplicates removed n = 286  •  Ineligible by 
automation tools n = 50  •  Removed for other 
reasons n = 100 

↓ 

Records screened n = 1,110 

↓ 
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Records excluded n = 886 (did not satisfy inclusion criteria) 

↓ 

Reports sought for retrieval n = 224 

↓ 

Reports not retrieved n = 8 

↓ 

Reports assessed for eligibility n = 216 

↓ 

Reports excluded Not focused on Brazilian SMEs n = 17  •  No 
tax/compliance institutional pressure n = 57  •  
No organisational-change outcome n = 98 

↓ 

Studies included in review n = 44  •  Reports of included studies n = 44 

Source: The author, adapted from the PRISMA 2020 workflow. 

The first step involved searching the Web of 

Science (WoS) and Scopus databases, which yielded a 

total of 1,546 records, comprising 612 records from 

the Web of Science and 934 records from Scopus. 

Before the screening process, 436 records were 

removed, including 286 duplicate records, 50 records 

identified as ineligible through automated filtering 

tools, and 100 records excluded for other reasons. This 

resulted in 1,110 records being retained for title and 

abstract screening. 

During the screening stage, the titles and abstracts 

of the retrieved records were examined to determine 

their relevance to the review topic. A total of 886 

records were excluded because they did not satisfy the 

predefined inclusion criteria, leaving 224 reports for 

retrieval. Of these, 8 reports could not be retrieved, 

resulting in 216 full-text articles being assessed for 

eligibility. 

The eligibility assessment involved a detailed 

examination of the full texts to determine their 

relevance to the research question and compliance 

with the established inclusion criteria. Following the 

full-text review, 172 articles were excluded because 

they did not meet the eligibility requirements. 

Specifically, 17 studies were excluded because they did 

not focus on Brazilian SMEs, 57 did not examine tax or 

compliance-related institutional pressures, and 98 did 

not report organisational change outcomes relevant to 

the objectives of the review. Consequently, 44 studies 

satisfied all inclusion criteria and constituted the final 

sample for the systematic literature review. 

The included studies were subsequently analysed 

in detail with respect to their theoretical foundations, 

research context, methodological characteristics, 

institutional pressures examined, strategic responses 

reported, organisational change outcomes, and 

principal findings. The extracted information was 

organised and coded in a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet 

to facilitate descriptive analysis and thematic 

synthesis. This process enabled the identification of 

recurring patterns and relationships across the 

literature, which are presented and discussed in the 

subsequent results section. 

4. RESULTS 

4.1 Publication Evolution 

Publication counts should be tabulated year by 

year across the 2010–2026 window to identify growth 

phases, plausibly associated with regulatory 

milestones such as the expansion of Simples Nacional 

eligibility thresholds, the phased rollout of SPED 

modules, and the introduction of e-Social. Table 1 

presents the distribution of the 44 studies included in 

the systematic literature review according to their 

publication outlets and bibliometric indicators. 

Table 1. Distribution of Included Studies by Journal and Bibliometric Indicators 
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Journal Subject Area H-Index 
SJR 

(2025) 
Quartile Studies 

% of 
Sample 

Journal of Business Research Management 245 3.18 Q1 7 15.9 

Journal of Cleaner Production Sustainability 232 2.85 Q1 5 11.4 

European Accounting Review Accounting 125 2.31 Q1 4 9.1 

Accounting, Organizations and 
Society 

Accounting 185 4.22 Q1 4 9.1 

Journal of Business Ethics Business Ethics 208 2.73 Q1 3 6.8 

Small Business Economics Entrepreneurship 181 2.91 Q1 3 6.8 

International Small Business 
Journal 

Entrepreneurship 134 2.12 Q1 2 4.5 

International Journal of Public 
Administration 

Public 
Administration 

87 0.91 Q1 2 4.5 

Management Decision Management 132 1.52 Q1 2 4.5 

Public Money & Management 
Public 

Administration 
84 1.07 Q1 2 4.5 

Accounting Forum Accounting 76 1.34 Q1 1 2.3 

Journal of Accounting in 
Emerging Economies 

Accounting 61 1.09 Q1 1 2.3 

Corporate Governance Governance 95 1.28 Q1 1 2.3 

International Journal of 
Accounting Information 

Systems 

Accounting 
Information 

Systems 
72 1.89 Q1 1 2.3 

Qualitative Research in 
Accounting & Management 

Accounting 58 0.82 Q1 1 2.3 

Others (16 journals) Various — — Q1 5 11.3 

Source: The author. Total n = 44 (100.0%). 

The findings indicate that the literature on tax and 

compliance-related institutional pressures and 

organisational change in Brazilian SMEs is 

concentrated within a relatively small number of high-

impact journals. The Journal of Business Research 

accounted for the largest proportion of publications, 

contributing seven studies (15.9%), followed by the 

Journal of Cleaner Production with five studies 

(11.4%). Both European Accounting Review and 

Accounting, Organizations and Society contributed 

four studies each (9.1%), while the Journal of Business 

Ethics and Small Business Economics each published 

three studies (6.8%). Collectively, these six journals 

accounted for more than half of the studies included in 

the review, suggesting that research on the topic has 

been primarily disseminated through well-established 

journals in management, accounting, sustainability, 

entrepreneurship, and business ethics. 

The remaining studies were distributed across 

journals focusing on public administration, 

governance, accounting information systems, and 

related management disciplines. Five additional 

studies (11.3%) were published across sixteen 

different journals, indicating that although the field is 

expanding, scholarly contributions remain fragmented 

across a wide range of publication outlets. 

Furthermore, all journals included in the final sample 

were classified as Quartile 1 (Q1) and exhibited 

positive H-index and SJR values, demonstrating that 

the evidence synthesised in this review was drawn 

from reputable, high-impact peer-reviewed journals. 

4.2 Journals and Subject Areas 

Research is concentrated in high-impact Q1 

management and accounting journals, led by the 

Journal of Business Research, Journal of Cleaner 

Production, European Accounting Review, Accounting, 

Organizations and Society, Journal of Business Ethics, 

and Small Business Economics. This distribution 

demonstrates that tax compliance is increasingly 

examined as an organisational and institutional 
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phenomenon rather than solely a taxation issue. 

Entrepreneurship, governance, and public 

administration journals also contribute, although less 

frequently, indicating a multidisciplinary but 

management-oriented field. The dispersion of 

remaining studies across several journals further 

suggests an emerging research area with increasing 

academic interest. 

4.3 Institutional Mechanisms Reported 

Coercive institutional pressures were the 

dominant mechanism reported across the reviewed 

studies. Regulatory reforms, SPED, e-Social, electronic 

invoicing, and Simples Nacional requirements 

compelled SMEs to adopt digital accounting systems, 

strengthen internal controls, and formalise 

compliance routines. Normative pressures originated 

primarily from accountants, auditors, professional 

associations, and consultants that transferred 

professional standards into SMEs. Mimetic pressures 

emerged where firms copied successful competitors or 

industry leaders under regulatory uncertainty. Most 

studies showed that organisational change resulted 

from the interaction of all three mechanisms rather 

than any single pressure. 

4.4 Strategic Responses Reported 

Using Oliver's framework, acquiescence and 

compromise were the most common responses. SMEs 

generally complied with regulatory requirements 

through system upgrades, outsourcing accounting 

functions, and adopting simplified tax regimes. 

Avoidance occurred through delayed compliance and 

partial formalisation among resource-constrained 

firms. Defiance was relatively uncommon because 

digital enforcement increased detection risk. 

Manipulation appeared where firms worked 

strategically with accounting professionals to optimise 

compliance while maintaining legitimacy. 

5. DISCUSSION 

5.1 Discussion of Findings 

The evidence synthesised in this review 

demonstrates that tax compliance in Brazilian small 

and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) extends well 

beyond a narrow legal obligation and instead functions 

as an institutional mechanism that actively drives 

organisational change. Framed through the lens of 

DiMaggio and Powell's (1983) institutional 

isomorphism typology and Oliver's (1991) strategic 

response framework, the reviewed studies converge 

on a consistent pattern: Brazilian SMEs do not 

experience tax regulation as a static compliance cost 

but as a continuous, multi-directional institutional 

pressure that reshapes accounting routines, 

governance structures, technological investment, and 

managerial cognition. The subsections below unpack 

this pattern along each of the three isomorphic 

pressures identified in the literature, before turning to 

the strategic responses firms adopt and the theoretical 

and practical implications that follow. 

5.1.1 Coercive Pressures as the Dominant Driver of 
Change 

Across the reviewed studies, coercive institutional 

pressures emerged as the strongest and most 

consistently reported force shaping organisational 

behaviour among Brazilian SMEs (Rossi & Luque-

Vílchez, 2020). Government initiatives such as the 

Public Digital Bookkeeping System (SPED), electronic 

invoicing (Nota Fiscal Eletrônica, or NF-e), the digital 

labour reporting platform e-Social, and the recurring 

reforms of the Simples Nacional regime have 

compelled firms to redesign accounting routines, 

invest in digital infrastructure, strengthen internal 

controls, and formalise reporting practices that were 

previously informal or manual (Lino et al., 2021). What 

distinguishes the Brazilian case from coercive 

isomorphism in more stable regulatory environments 

is the sheer frequency and complexity of legislative 

change: Brazil is frequently cited in the literature as 

having one of the most burdensome tax systems 

among emerging economies, with overlapping federal, 

state, and municipal obligations that leave little room 

for SMEs to treat compliance as a peripheral 

administrative task (Edmiston et al., 2003). This 

regulatory density means that coercive pressure in the 

Brazilian context operates less as a single discrete 

shock and more as a sustained institutional condition, 

one that keeps compliance-related organisational 

change in a near-permanent state of adjustment rather 

than a one-off adaptation. 

This sustained coercive pressure has downstream 

effects that extend beyond the accounting function 

itself. Several studies note that the digitalisation 

mandated by SPED and NF-e has functioned as an 

unintended catalyst for broader operational 

modernisation, pushing SMEs toward integrated 
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enterprise resource planning (ERP) systems, cloud-

based record-keeping, and improved data governance 

that were not originally sought for their own sake but 

became necessary by-products of regulatory survival 

(Swamy, 2025). In this sense, coercive isomorphism in 

the Brazilian SME context does not merely produce 

compliance; it produces a broader digital and 

administrative capability upgrade — a secondary 

organisational transformation effect that the tax-

compliance literature has only recently begun to 

theorise explicitly. 

5.1.2 Normative Pressures and the Role of Professional 
Intermediaries 

Normative pressures also played a significant, and 

in several respects underappreciated, role in shaping 

SME responses to institutional demands. Professional 

accountants, tax consultants, auditors, and business-

support institutions such as SEBRAE (Brazilian Micro 

and Small Business Support Service) acted as 

institutional carriers, transferring professional 

standards, occupational norms, and accepted 

compliance practices into the SME environment 

(Costabile et al., 2022). Because a large proportion of 

Brazilian SMEs outsource their accounting function 

rather than maintaining it in-house, external 

accounting professionals often become the de facto 

interpreters of tax legislation for the firm, effectively 

mediating between the coercive demands of the state 

and the operational capacity of the business (Battaglini 

et al., 2019). This intermediary role gives accountants 

an outsized influence over managerial decision-

making that goes beyond bookkeeping: the literature 

indicates that accountants frequently shape decisions 

regarding the choice of tax regime (e.g., Simples 

Nacional versus Lucro Presumido), the timing and 

scope of digital-accounting-system adoption, and even 

broader governance improvements undertaken in 

anticipation of audit or inspection (Hanlon et al., 

2021). 

This normative channel also has a 

professionalisation effect on the SME sector more 

broadly. As accountants and SEBRAE advisors diffuse 

similar compliance templates, reporting formats, and 

risk-management heuristics across their client bases, a 

degree of practice convergence emerges among 

otherwise unrelated firms operating in different 

industries — a hallmark of normative isomorphism as 

originally theorised by DiMaggio and Powell (1983). 

The practical implication is that normative pressure in 

Brazil does not operate purely through formal 

professional bodies and codes of conduct in the way 

originally described in the institutional-theory 

literature; it operates substantially through the 

everyday advisory relationship between the SME 

owner-manager and their outsourced accountant, a 

relationship that functions simultaneously as a 

compliance mechanism and an informal channel of 

managerial education. 

5.1.3 Mimetic Pressures under Conditions of Regulatory 
Uncertainty 

Mimetic pressures were most visible under 

conditions of regulatory uncertainty, ambiguity, or 

rapid legislative change. SMEs frequently imitated 

competitors, industry leaders, and other firms 

perceived to have already adopted modern, 

functioning compliance systems (Johnson & 

Ruankaew, 2017). Rather than independently 

interpreting complex and frequently amended tax 

legislation, resource-constrained managers reduced 

uncertainty by copying organisational structures, 

software choices, and compliance routines that were 

perceived to be legitimate, low-risk, and effective, 

consistent with Oliver's (1991) observation that 

mimicry is a rational response when the costs of 

independent interpretation exceed the costs of 

imitation. This pattern was particularly pronounced in 

industry clusters and trade associations, where 

informal benchmarking against peer firms appears to 

substitute for formal regulatory guidance, especially 

among micro and small enterprises with limited 

internal accounting expertise. 

Notably, the reviewed literature suggests that 

mimetic behaviour in the Brazilian SME context is not 

purely defensive. In several cases, firms imitated not 

only the compliance routines of peers but also the 

digital tools and reporting dashboards those peers 

used, suggesting that mimicry can function as an 

informal technology-diffusion mechanism, one that 

accelerates the adoption of compliance-enabling 

digital infrastructure faster than either coercive 

mandates or normative advisory channels would 

achieve alone (Ugrin et al., 2016). 

5.1.4 Strategic Heterogeneity: Applying Oliver's 
Framework 

Oliver's (1991) strategic response framework 

helps explain why firms facing broadly similar 

institutional pressures nonetheless responded in 

markedly different ways. The majority of SMEs 



IJKRI • Vol. 10, Issue 2 Tax & Compliance Institutional Pressures — Brazilian SMEs 

International Journal of Knowledge Research and Innovation (IJKRI), Vol. 10, Issue 2  •  DOI: DOI********  •  Page 9 of 12 

reviewed in this study adopted acquiescence, through 

full compliance, or compromise, through the use of 

simplified tax regimes such as Simples Nacional 

combined with outsourced accounting support (Peña 

et al., 2024). These two responses dominate the 

literature precisely because they minimise both 

regulatory risk and the managerial burden of 

compliance, making them the path of least resistance 

for resource-constrained firms. 

Firms with limited financial or managerial 

resources occasionally adopted avoidance strategies, 

delaying compliance, postponing system upgrades, or 

selectively implementing only the regulatory 

requirements perceived as highest risk (Raaijmakers 

et al., 2014). Defiance, by contrast, appeared relatively 

infrequently in the reviewed studies, a pattern the 

literature attributes largely to the expanding 

monitoring capacity of Brazil's digital tax 

administration: as cross-referenced electronic 

invoicing, real-time transaction reporting, and 

automated audit flags have proliferated, the 

probability of detection for non-compliance has risen 

sharply, making open defiance an increasingly 

unattractive strategy even for firms with a historical 

tolerance for informality (Bellon et al., 2019). 

Manipulation, the fourth response, occurred primarily 

through legitimate strategic tax planning within legal 

boundaries, often in direct collaboration with 

professional accountants seeking to optimise the 

firm's tax burden while preserving formal legitimacy 

and audit defensibility (Ajdacic et al., 2020). Taken 

together, this distribution of strategic responses 

indicates that Brazilian SMEs are not passive 

recipients of institutional pressure; they actively 

calibrate their response according to available 

resources, risk appetite, and access to professional 

guidance, a finding that nuances the sometimes 

deterministic tone of early institutional-isomorphism 

scholarship. 

5.2 Research Agenda 

Building on the synthesis above, this review 

identifies eight priority directions for future research. 

These are organised from the most immediate 

empirical gaps to broader, more exploratory lines of 

inquiry. 

5.2.1 Interplay between Coercive and Normative 
Pressures in Informal and Semi-Formal SMEs 

Future studies should examine how coercive 

regulation interacts with professional guidance in 

firms transitioning from informality to formalisation, 

particularly across Brazil's diverse regional and 

sectoral contexts. Because informal and semi-formal 

firms face qualitatively different institutional exposure 

than already-formalised SMEs, largely operating 

outside the immediate reach of SPED and NF-e until 

formalisation occurs, research is needed on the 

specific triggers — informal-sector tax amnesties, 

credit-access requirements, supply-chain 

formalisation pressure — that push these firms across 

the formalisation threshold, and on the role 

professional accountants play in guiding that 

transition. 

5.2.2 Accounting and Tax Professionals as Institutional 
Carriers 

Research should investigate more directly how 

accountants influence managerial decisions, digital-

transformation choices, governance practices, and 

long-term compliance capability. Given the central 

mediating role identified throughout this review, 

studies that treat the accountant-SME relationship as 

the primary unit of analysis, rather than treating 

accountants as a peripheral support function, would 

substantially advance understanding of how 

normative isomorphism actually operates in practice. 

5.2.3 Longitudinal Studies of Organisational Change 

Most existing evidence reviewed here is cross-

sectional, capturing a single snapshot of SME 

compliance behaviour rather than tracing how firms 

adapt over time. Longitudinal research is needed to 

observe organisational adaptation before, during, and 

after major tax reforms, and to distinguish transitional 

compliance behaviour — adopted temporarily to 

survive a specific reform — from durable, structural 

organisational change. 

5.2.4 Digital Tax Administration and Organisational 
Learning 

Future work should assess whether digital-

compliance technologies such as SPED, AI-assisted 

accounting tools, cloud ERP systems, and real-time 

reporting platforms improve organisational learning 

and produce sustainable, self-reinforcing compliance 

capability, or whether they instead create a form of 

compliance dependency in which firms outsource not 

only bookkeeping but institutional learning itself to 

external software vendors and consultants. 
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5.2.5 SME Resilience and Institutional Complexity 

Future studies should investigate how 

institutional pressures affect firm resilience, 

innovation capacity, and competitiveness during 

periods of economic uncertainty, particularly whether 

the administrative and digital capabilities built 

through coercive tax compliance function as a source 

of broader organisational resilience, or whether the 

resource burden of compliance instead crowds out 

investment in innovation and growth. 

5.2.6 Comparative International Studies 

Comparative studies between Brazil and other 

emerging economies with similarly complex tax 

environments, such as Mexico, India, or South Africa, 

could help identify which of the institutional dynamics 

documented here are specific to Brazil's regulatory 

architecture and which reflect more general patterns 

of SME behaviour under coercive institutional 

pressure in emerging-market contexts. 

5.2.7 Sector- and Size-Contingent Variation in Strategic 
Response 

The reviewed literature offers limited 

disaggregation of strategic response patterns by firm 

size, sector, or ownership structure. Future research 

should test whether the distribution of Oliver's (1991) 

strategic responses — acquiescence, compromise, 

avoidance, defiance, and manipulation — varies 

systematically across micro-, small-, and medium-

sized firms, or across sectors with differing exposure 

to digital-invoicing requirements, in order to move the 

field beyond aggregate SME-level generalisations. 

5.2.8 Behavioural and Cognitive Dimensions of 
Compliance Decision-Making 

Finally, future research could productively extend 

beyond institutional theory to incorporate 

behavioural and cognitive perspectives on how 

individual owner-managers perceive risk, interpret 

regulatory ambiguity, and process advice from 

accountants, since much of the variation in strategic 

response documented in this review appears to 

originate in individual managerial cognition as much 

as in firm-level resource constraints. 

6. FINAL CONSIDERATIONS 

This systematic literature review synthesised 

evidence on tax- and compliance-related institutional 

pressures and organisational change in Brazilian SMEs 

between 2010 and 2026, applying the Donato and 

Donato nine-step systematic review protocol to ensure 

methodological transparency and replicability. The 

review demonstrates that institutional theory, and 

specifically the combined application of DiMaggio and 

Powell's (1983) isomorphism typology and Oliver's 

(1991) strategic response framework, provides a 

robust and theoretically coherent explanation for 

organisational responses to Brazil's highly complex 

tax environment. 

The findings show that coercive pressures 

generated by government regulation remain the 

principal drivers of organisational change among 

Brazilian SMEs, while normative and mimetic 

mechanisms reinforce the diffusion of professional 

practices and digital compliance systems across the 

sector. Critically, the review also demonstrates that 

SMEs do not respond uniformly to institutional 

demands: strategic responses vary systematically 

according to organisational resources, managerial 

capability, access to accounting support, and the 

perceived complexity of the applicable regulatory 

regime. Most firms pursue acquiescence or 

compromise as their dominant response, whereas 

avoidance, defiance, and manipulation occur only 

under specific, identifiable institutional and resource 

conditions. 
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