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INGVOLD WALFRED ALM: 
AN EARLY ACADEMIC ACCOUNTANT 

(1902-1951) 

Robert Bloom 

John Carroll University 

This paper furnishes a remembrance of 

Ingvold (Inky) W. Alm, an early academic 

accountant. The research underlying this 

piece is based on oral history interviews and 

correspondence w i t h his relatives, col

leagues, and friends, including his daughter, 

Barbara Alm Vinson, and former colleagues, 

Carl L. Nelson and D. Lyle Dieterle. 

Born in Two Harbors, Minnesota in 

1902, the eldest of three children, he was 

educated at local public schools, graduat ing 

second in his h igh school in 1920 . 

Subsequently, he worked as a clerk in a local 

men's store for two years and then pursued 

ful l - t ime s tudy at the Univers i ty of 

Minnesota in Minneapolis. Coming from a 

family of uneducated Swedish immigrants , 

he was highly motivated to succeed. H e 

received his bachelor's degree in 1926. Then 

he undertook graduate study at the same 

university, receiving a Ph .D. in 1936. Whi l e 

a t tending graduate school, he also taught 

there. One of his students and subsequently 

fellow instructor was Carl L. Nelson, who 

later became a professor at Minnesota, then 

served as the George O. May Professor of 

Financial Account ing at Columbia 

University, and more recently was a professor 

of economics at the University of California 

in Santa Barbara. H i s graduate s tudy 

included significant course work in econom

ics; at that t ime there were no graduate 

courses in accounting at Minnesota. (Nelson, 

1996) 

Alm was the first individual to receive a 

doctorate in the realm of accounting from 

the University of Minnesota.1 As Nelson rec

ollects (1996): 

Alm was one of a group of Ph .D . 

s tudents who received no advice 

and on whom no s t imulus was 

applied. They found life comfort

able as instructors. Then policies 

were changed and pressure was pu t 

on them to finish. Some d i d — 

most did not. Alm wrote his thesis 

under duress and wi thout advice or 

criticism. 

His unpublished dissertation concerned the 

flow of funds in various industries. H e con

structed funds statements for many compa

nies to examine the sources and uses of funds 

during the business cycle. 

Upon completion of the requirements 

for his doctorate, Alm assumed the position 

of assistant professor at Indiana University in 

Bloomington, Indiana. H e later became a 

tenured associate professor, a position he 

held unti l his death in 1951 . He never 

worked for any extended period beyond 

summer sessions in accounting. H e never 

had an interest in securing a CPA certificate, 

and was not pressured to do so. Furthermore, 

to obtain a CPA certificate in Indiana at the 

t ime, he would have had to go on leave of 

absence for an extended period in order to 

satisfy the experience requirements. By and 

large, academic accountants wi thout the 

experience requirements could not obtain 

certification based on teaching experience 

unti l the 1970s. 

Dur ing World War II, Alm received a 

leave of absence from his position at Indiana 

University and served at the U.S. Office of 

Price Adminis t ra t ion (OPA) dur ing one 

summer in Springfield, Illinois. H e applied 

The very first Ph.D. in accounting was awarded by the University of Chicago in 1922. (Hasselback, 1996) Alm received one of the 
earliest Ph.D.s in accounting. Even by the mid-1960s only 30 percent of accounting faculty had doctorates; today that figure has 
doubled. (J.J. Schultz, AAA President-Elect Address, Ohio AAA, Aurora, Ohio, May 3, 1996) 
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for the OPA position under the assumption 

that Indiana was overstaffed dur ing the war 

years. That did not turn out to be the case, so 

he returned to Indiana for the following Fall 

term. 

A l m was p r imar i ly concerned wi th 

teaching as opposed to research and service. 

As Nelson observes (1996): "He was like 

many other college instructors. H e was pleas

ant, amiable. I am sure that he was very help

ful to his students." In the late 1930s, he 

published a paper in the Teaching Notes to 

The Accounting Review on the subject of com

bining the teaching of adjusting and closing 

entr ies . Tha t was his only publ ica t ion . 

However, Lyle Dieter le , an Indiana 

Univers i ty colleague, collaborated on an 

unpublished book with Alm. H e was a regu

lar attendee at the annual meetings of the 

American Accounting Association. 

A long-time member of Lambda Chi 

Alpha, a national fraternity, Alm had close 

rapport with his students especially during the 

war years. (Vinson, 1996) A warm and friendly 

person, he was a happy-go-lucky type. H e 

liked to listen to comedy shows on the radio. 

(Vinson, 1996) Apparently, he paid his own 

way through the University of Minnesota by 

playing poker. (M. Dieterle, 1996) 

As his long-t ime friend, Mary Dieterle 

(1996) describes him: "Inky was an unusual 

man: brilliant, resourceful, beloved, but he 

had a failing: he loved to drink." That "sad

dened all of his many friends." She says fur

ther: "He was a kind, good family man with 

a sense of humor, and his students adored 

him." Outgo ing and optimist ic , he was well 

liked by most people. Yet he was also not 

reluctant to express his own views even if at 

times those views offended others. H e main

tained strong conservative political convic

tions, sometimes in a s tubborn manner, bu t 

could eventually change his m i n d . 

Nevertheless, he was an easy-going individ

ual who could capitulate in arguments based 

on persuasive evidence. 

Alm was commit ted to teaching, more so 

than to accounting as a discipline. (Nelson, 

1996; Vinson, 1996) H e was a raconteur par 

excellence (Vinson, 1996) in the classroom 

and beyond. As an early full-time academic 

accountant, he devoted his life to teaching. It 

is unfortunate that he died in the prime of his 

life. According to his close friend Mary 

Dieterle: "The entire accounting department 

(at Indiana University) and some of the wives 

donated blood during his illness." 
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Somethimg to think about... 

"In thinking of a cultured person, we generally consider him one who observes the amenities of 
life, who has a broad knowledge of literature, art and science and who in his dealings with others 
is kind, generous, courteous and tolerant." 

—William C. Heaton 
The Certified Public Accountant 

(January 1935): 4. 
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