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The major thrust of this study is to identify factors 

that contribute to turnover of black accountants in public 

accounting and to identify the factors that lead to the 

success or failure of black accountants. This research was 

limited to the eight largest national public accounting firms 

in the United States (the Big Eight). 

Open-ended questions about the reasons for (1) turnover 

of black accountants in public accounting firms, (2) success 

of black accountants in public accounting firms, and 

(3) failure of black accountants in public accounting firms 

were presented to three groups of respondents. The population 

includes (1) personnel managers and supervising personnel 

in Big Eight firms, (2) black accountants who are either 

presently or were previously employed by Big Eight firms, 

and (3) accounting faculty members at predominantly black 

institutions. 

The data were treated by frequency and percentage of 

responses and by the chi square statistical test. The chi 

square test treated four hypotheses that are built around 



there being no significant difference for turnover, for 

reasons given for success and for failure, and for the 

success of black accountants who graduated from predominantly 

black institutions. 

The following conclusions appear to be warranted based 

on the findings of this study. 

1. Integration of significant numbers of black accoun-

tants into Big Eight firms may be a long and difficult process 

even with deliberate efforts on the part of all concerned. 

2. Big Eight firms need to become more cognizant of the 

special needs of black accountants in entry-level positions. 

3. Black colleges and universities should undertake 

necessary measures to prepare their accounting graduates 

adequately for positions in large national public accounting 

firms. 

4. The data suggest that the long-run solution of the 

black turnover problem in public accounting is to provide 

black role models and black sponsors for neophyte black 

accountants. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The roots of the public accounting profession in the 

United States can be traced to Great Britain in the last 

half of the nineteenth century. The flow of foreign capi-

tal, largely British, to this country after the American 

Civil War brought with it a peaceful invasion of British 

accountants to look after the interests of foreign inves-

tors. These accountants formed the nucleus of the public 

accounting profession in the United States (3, p. 38). 

The rise of the accounting profession in the United 

States has been a significant and fascinating social 

phenomenon that is directly related to our changing 

environment (6, p. xv). The financial ramifications of 

modern business are involved and complicated. As the 

principles and conduct of business have advanced and 

financial operations and other outgrowths have become 

more involved in the past several decades, the work of 

the professional public accountant has grown to embrace 

an increasingly wider scope of activities (7, p. 5). 

Over the past 100 years, the accounting profession 

has risen from a relatively obscure position to one of 

crucial importance in the American economy (6, p. 1). The 



profession is the product of an industrial free-enterprise 

economy, supported mainly by private capital, but subject 

to widespread government regulation. Although economic 

and social changes created the need for an accounting 

profession, the accountants themselves created the profes-

sion by continually raising their standards of performance, 

improving their own education and training, enlarging the 

scope of their services, and accepting heavier responsi-

bilities (6, p. 4) . 

The public accounting profession is generally conceded 

to be composed of highly skilled individuals. Certified 

public accountants (CPAs) successfully assist clients in 

the solution of the most intricate business problems, and 

they assist in the provision of financial leadership to 

business and the nation in general (1, p. 65). 

Accountants have infiltrated most segments of society, 

as indicated by their presence in industrial firms and 

governmental agencies including the military, and by their 

role as educators (7, p. 5). Because of the rapid growth 

of the accounting profession and its presence in most 

facets of the American society, blacks and other minorities 

might be expected to be represented at least proportion-

ately to their population in American society. Such, 

however, is not the case. 



Purposes of the Study 

The first purpose of this study is to identify the 

factors that lead to the turnover of black accountants 

in public accounting and to identify the factors that led 

to the success or failure of black accountants who entered 

public accounting during the years 1969-1976. The second 

purpose of this study is to determine whether or not black 

accountants who received their degrees from predominantly 

black institutions appear to be more successful or less 

successful in public accounting than black accountants who 

received their degrees from predominantly white institu-

tions. The two surrogates used for success in public 

accounting are (a) attaining the level of senior account-

ant and (b) obtaining a certified public accountant's 

certificate. 

Scope of the Research 

Although many groups are referred to as minority 

groups in the United States, this study is concerned with 

the role of blacks in public accounting firms. This study 

is also concerned with the black employees of the eight 

largest national accounting firms in the United States 

that are referred to as the Big Eight. [In the United 

States until recently there were eight public accounting 

firms that were substantially larger than other public 

accounting firms no matter what yardstick was used to 



measure size. These eight firms—Arthur Anderson & Co., 

Arthur Young & Co., Ernst & Whinney, Price Waterhouse & 

Co., Coopers and Lybrand, Touche Ross & Co., Peat, Marwick, 

Mitchell & Co., and DeLoitte, Haskins & Sells—are still 

commonly referred to as the Big Eight even though there is 

some disagreement as to whether they are the eight largest 

firms at this time.] 

Background of the Problem 

It is generally accepted that ethnic monorities are 

underrepresented in all professions including accounting. 

Only 108 black CPAs were employed by accounting firms in 

1969 and less than one-tenth of one per cent of the CPAs 

in this country were black (5, p. 145). Mitchell (8, pp. 

41-48) obesrves that in 1969 there were only 136 blacks 

included in a population of over 100,000 CPAs in the 

United States (in both public practice and in other occu-

pations). By 1975 the total number of black CPAs had 

increased to only 408 (9, pp. 52-58). According to the 

characteristics of the 1970 population by the U.S. Census 

(12), only 2.66 per cent of the population of 703,546 

accountants were black. 

Beginning in 1968, the accounting profession took 

steps to increase the number of blacks in the profession. 

Black accountants began to enter public accounting in 

significant numbers in 1969 as barriers against military 



employment began to fall (1, p. 60). A significant catalyst 

for this change was a decision by the American Institute of 

Certified Public Accountants (AICPA) to devote a portion of 

its 1968 annual meeting to the role of minorities in the 

profession (10, p. 24). 

At this AICPA meeting, prominent sociologists, 

economists, and leaders in the accounting profession 

analyzed the issues and problems behind the racial turmoil 

of the period with the intent of making a contribution 

toward solving the underlying problems (10, p. 24). The 

AICPA president drew official attention to the lack of 

blacks in the profession by urging 

1. That a special campaign be undertaken to encourage 
young men and women of high potential from disad-
vantaged groups to attend college and major in 
accounting; 

2. That special efforts be made to provide educational 
opportunities for young men and women from disad-
vantaged groups to that they may enter the account-
ing profession without educational disadvantage; 

3. That such men and women be hired by individuals and 
firms in order to integrate the accounting profes-
sion in fact as well as in ideal (11, p. 15). 

Since that time the profession has taken strenuous 

action to improve its image and record in the integration 

of minority groups. Specifically, faculty seminars have 

been sponsored by the AICPA during each summer since 1971. 

Instructors from accounting departments at many of the 

predominantly black schools meet for one week to attend 

sessions led by individuals who have expertise in various 

aspects of accounting theory and practice, minority 



education, and issues that affect all accounting education. 

The seminars provide the instructors with useful informa-

tion to assist them in preparing students for the account-

ing profession and to increase the students' chances of 

success with public accounting firms. The number of 

schools with representative attendance has increased sub-

stantially every year (2). 

The establishment of faculty fellowships for black 

accounting faculty, which are sponsored by accounting 

firms, is another example of special efforts by the 

accounting profession to improve its integration record. 

The fellowships give black faculty members the opportunity 

for summer employment in public accounting firms or busi-

ness enterprises so that they may observe and obtain 

practical experience. The intent of such fellowships is 

to encourage faculty to upgrade their courses and make 

them more stimulating for students. A continuing, con-

certed effort is made by an AICPA committee to obtain 

commitments from firms to establish such faculty intern-

ships (3, p. 19). 

Other examples of action by the accounting profession 

to bring about positive integration changes include donat-

ing advisory services to minority businesses (3, p. 20), 

giving financial aid to educational institutions for use 

in accounting programs (4, p. 14), offering part-time 

employment internships to minority accounting students, 
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and giving scholarships to subsidize undergraduate stu-

dents (5, p. 145). The scholarships were made possible 

by a special fund, the Accounting Education Fund for 

Disadvantaged Students (AEFDS), which is administered 

by the AICPA (4, p. 3). The AEFDS was created with con-

tributions from accounting firms, individual AICPA members, 

corporations, and corporation-associated foundations. 

Such positive action by the accounting profession 

has resulted in a steady increase in the number of blacks 

entering public accounting. The results, however, do not 

appear to have been entirely satisfactory for either the 

accounting firms or black accountants. A major, continu-

ing problem is the high turnover rate among blacks in 

most public accounting firms. As will be documented in 

Chapter II, in some years more blacks have left public 

accounting than have entered the profession. This attri-

tion is of crucial concern to the accounting firms because 

of the large amounts of time and money they invest in 

employing and training new accountants. It is also of 

great concern to the black employees because they believe 

that something has been omitted from their preparation for 

the accounting profession. 

Significance of the Study 

The primary purpose of this study is to learn the 

reasons for the turnover of black accountants in Big 
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Eight firms, and to isolate those factors that cause black 

accountants to succeed or fail. As previously stated, 

this is very important in view of the apparent high turn-

over rate of the black accountants who have entered public 

accounting since 1969. If reasons for success or failure 

can be more clearly identified, action can be taken by 

both educational institutions and employers to reduce the 

turnover rate of black accountants. Academic preparation 

is essential for a successful career in accounting, there-

fore a secondary purpose of this study is to determine 

whether the likelihood of success for a black accountant 

is influenced by the type of higher educational institution 

attended. Blacks embarking on professional accounting 

careers need to know of every possible way to improve their 

chances of succeeding. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Introduction 

In this chapter the high turnover rate of employees in 

public accounting for all races is examined, with special 

attention being given to the turnover of black professional 

accountants. Involuntary turnover is inherently an indi-

cator of failure. 

Campfield (5, p. 8) notes that the proper utilization 

and retention of recently employed accounting graduates is 

a critical problem in public accounting. Prospective 

employers of new accountants spend much time and money each 

year competing with each other to recruit recent graduates. 

Campfield concludes that this interest and willingness to 

spend time and money is based on the belief that many, but 

certainly not all, of those employed will survive the 

rigors and uncertainties of the profession and will become 

the organizations' partners or managers of tomorrow. 

Campfield (5) cites abundant evidence to document 

the fact that as many as 50 per cent of these recruits will 

have changed jobs, and perhaps even professions, within 

four years after first accepting employment. He believes 

that the two major reasons for the high incidence 

10 
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of turnover are (a) failure of some employees to understand 

the basic needs and drives of impressionable young people, 

and (b) failure by some employers to provide minimum 

guidance and control of inexperienced employees at the 

start of their careers (9, p. 311). Farris argues that 

although turnover of professional employees may sometimes 

be desirable, it is, by and large, a costly phenomenon (9, 

p. 311). Not only is rapid turnover costly to the organi-

zation that has invested resources in training the terminated 

employee, it is costly to the individual who must devote his 

energies to finding new employment and becoming acclimated 

to new employment. 

Consistently, studies of the public accounting profes-

sion have found high rates of turnover. Grossman (12, 

p. 711) surveyed forty-two public accounting firms of vary-

ing sizes and locations and found that 75 per cent of the 

offices had retained fewer than half their beginning 

employees after four years. Sorensen (18, p.563) found 

from his study of personnel in four national public 

accounting firms that 40 per cent of staff personnel, 

33 per cent of senior staff members, and 30 per cent of 

the total group of managers, seniors, and staff planned 

to leave their firms within five years. 

Capin (6, p. 22) reports on the turnover experiences 

of two large firms. Of 7,500 employees who were employed 

by one firm during a twenty-year period, 85 per cent were 
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still employed after one year, 38 per cent after five 

years, and 18 per cent after ten years. The second firm's 

overall retention is reported to be better but no details 

are given. Another study of public accounting found that 

a typical new employee leaves public accounting after 

about four years of service (12). The major finding is 

that 90 per cent of the accounting offices retain at 

least 50 per cent of their beginning employees for three 

years, but only 25 per cent of the offices keep 50 per 

cent for four years. Furthermore, public accounting hires 

far more employees than any other field for accountants 

(e.g., industry, government, education), yet industrial 

accounting has considerably more accountants employed 

permanently (13, p. 55). 

Advantages and Disadvantages of Turnover 

Surprisingly, there is no consensus among accounting 

practitioners as to whether high employee turnover is 

desirable or undesirable. According to Trump (19, p. 58), 

proponents generally agree that turnover can be desirable 

because (a) it makes room for new entrants to the profes-

sion, (b) it permits public accounting firms to place 

skilled accountants in improved jobs, (c) it is appropriate 

for public accounting firms to train employees for indus-

trial accounting positions, (d) employees should not be 

permitted to "deadend" in positions below partner level, 
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and (e) as a result of this high turnover rate, innovations 

emerge from a continually refreshed staff. 

Trump believes that the opponents of high staff turn-

over have more idealistic points of view. They maintain 

that every employee who leaves a firm of his own volition 

represents a loss in terms of the investment in his train-

ing and of the future contribution that the employee was 

expected to make (19). 

Factors that Contribute to Turnover 

According to Leathers (15, p. 81), there are more 

than a few factors that lead to voluntary departure from 

firms. These factors are generally believed to be (a) 

for a more attractive position with another firm in 

industry or for a college teaching position, (b) the 

desire to relocate in a smaller community or to be near 

relatives, (c) the dislike of general working conditions 

in public accounting (such as travel, overtime, and the 

tedious nature of some of the work), (d) dissatisfaction 

with advancement or progress, (e) ill health, and (f) to 

return to school for advanced study. Factors that probably 

lead to involuntary departure from the firm include (a) 

lack of technical ability, (b) lack of certain personal 

qualities, (c) unwillingness to make personal sacrifices, 

(d) reductions in staff, and (e) unprofessional conduct. 
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Leathers (15) mentions the theory that certain per-

sonal characteristics may lead to success and survival in 

public accounting as well as affect the turnover problem. 

He also refers to other sources that discuss the turnover 

problem in public accounting and, indirectly, the personal 

characteristics that lead to success or failure in public 

accounting. 

Rhode, Sorensen and Lawler (17) also survey the liter-

ature that deals with the turnover problem in public 

accounting. Their article is notable because it stresses 

the personal characteristics of new entrants to public 

accounting and attempts to relate such characteristics 

to success or failure in public accounting. These authors 

say, 

If a profile of characteristics for accounting gradu-
ates who remain with their original public accounting 
employer can be isolated and some of the factors 
inducing turnover can be documented, the information 
should prove useful to CPA firms, accounting educa-
tors, and accounting majors. If public accounting 
firms are going to understand and reduce their pro-
fessional staff losses, they must have information 
on what situations cause personnel to leave—particu-
larly when individuals leave of their own volition 
rather than at the request of their employing firm. 
The analysis of biographical characteristics, voca-
tional interests, and personality profiles of entry-
level staff accountants may also have implications 
for staff training in public accounting. The senior 
members of accounting firms could become increasingly 
aware of the general psychological characteristics of 
their entry-level employees. The CPA firms also 
could have data to support a specific emphasis or 
strategy in their recruiting efforts. Educators 
could have an indication of how well existing 
curriculums and other educational experiences pre-
pare students for the realities of public accounting. 
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Accounting graduates could be able to decide if their 
personal characteristics matched those of individuals 
who were satisfied and successful in public account-
ing (17, p. 166). 

Turnover of Black Employees 

It was stated in Chapter I that 1968 was a "watershed" 

year in terms of integrating the accounting profession (16, 

p. 24). In 1967, there were more than 11,000 CPAS in the 

United States of which approximately 150 were black (2, p. 

65). Fess records in The Journal of Accountancy that "in 

recent years increased attention has been given to ways 

and means of increasing the number of individuals from 

minority groups, especially the black minority, in the 

accounting profession" (10, p. 102). 

Cramer (7) states in succinct terms the reasons why 

it was important for blacks to be recruited by the large 

public accounting firms and to be continuously recruited 

at an increased rate over the coming years. 

The public accounting profession is now actively 
promoting the entrance of qualified blacks and 
members of other minority groups. Though it has 
taken a groundswell of moral indignation, the 
exorcising of long-held fallacies, and the realiza-
tion of the substantial economic loss to society 
as a whole from the absence of this large population 
segment from the mainstream of economic activity, 
the important fact is that a sincere, energetic, 
many-pronged effort is now being made—on a national 
scale--to increase the involvement of minority 
groups in the accounting profession (7, p. 797). 

Lang and Ashworth report that "the accounting profes-

sion hired more black staff assistants during 1969 and 
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1970 than in the three-quarters of a century of its pre-

vious history" (14, p. 41). It was subsequently reported 

in 1973 that the hiring of black professional accountants 

by large CPA firms increased by 288 per cent from the 

number of black professional accountants employed by major 

CPA firms in the year 1969 (11, p. 123). An article in 

the Touche-Ross Communicator in 1977 states that "The 

number of blacks in major accounting firms, according to 

the AICPA, was 197 in 1969, 363 in 1970, 478 in 1971, 764 

in 1972, and 1,005 in 1973" (4, p. 10). 

The above statements have one common thread. They 

emphasize the small number of blacks who were in public 

accounting prior to 1970 and the steady increase in that 

number that has subsequently occurred. Most frequently 

mentioned as reasons for the change are actions such as 

(a) additional scholarship funds for blacks, (b) additional 

financing to predominantly black institutions, (c) intern-

ships at CPA firms for black instructors, and (d) assis-

tance for instructors at black institutions to return to 

graduate school to obtain terminal degrees (10, p. 102). 

The alarming fact is, however, that there is virtu-

ally no information available that deals with the turnover 

rate for blacks in large public accounting firms. Even 

more important is that no substantive reasons are given 

for the high turnover of blacks in these firms. In an 

article in The Journal of Accountancy, Dennis and Stephens 
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stated that "Blacks may tend to leave public accounting 

early in their careers for higher salaries in industry 

or for other voluntary reasons" (8, p. 71). There is no 

mention in the article of blacks leaving for involuntary 

reasons. However, another very important point made by 

Dennis and Stephens is that 

Lack of success of blacks in public accounting firms 
might be explained by the fact that the typical four-
year academic program of the accounting major may be 
insufficient to overcome the earlier educational dis-
advantages of many black students (8, p. 71). 

This point is important because it leaves important ques-

tions unanswered as to why blacks are leaving public 

accounting firms in large numbers. Another article that 

discusses the turnover rate for blacks in large public 

accounting firms states that "the firm in analyzing rea-

sons, found that most black accountants left because of 

an exceptional outside offer they received or a desire to 

return to school or an interest in entering a different 

career" ( 3, p. 50). 

Further evidence that a high turnover rate exists for 

blacks in large public accounting firms is found in an 

article in the Touche-Ross Communicator; "one of the rea-

sons why you have so few blacks in public accounting as 

opposed to any other profession is the high turnover rate 

in this business" ( 4, pp. 7-8). The article continues, 

"When you hire only a certain number of qualified blacks, 

and you have a turnover as high as it is, you won't find 
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many in the upper ranks" (4, pp. 7-8). This article also 

suggests a reason to explain not only the high turnover 

rate for blacks, but also the dearth of blacks in the 

higher echelons of large public accounting firms. 

Besides having to survive a high attrition rate, 
black professionals also have to be able to resist 
tempting offers from the outside in order to remain 
in public accounting. For a black who is very 
capable it is almost miraculous if he can be retained 
until he reaches the manager or partner level (4, 
pp. 7-8). 

The most complete and also the most reliable source 

of data on employment of blacks in large public accounting 

firms is a report compiled by the Minority Recruitment 

and Equal Opportunity Committee of the AICPA (1, p. 1). 

This report indicates that more blacks left public account-

ing than entered the profession in 1976 and 1977. Even 

more startling, however, is that the percentage of blacks 

leaving public accounting in 1978 is almost twice the 

percentage of all professionals leaving public accounting 

that year. 
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CHAPTER III 

DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSES 

Introduction 

Open-end questions about the reasons for (1) turnover 

of black accountants in Big Eight accounting firms (BE 

firms), (2) success of black accountants in public 

accounting, and (3) failure of black accountants in public 

accounting were presented to three groups of respondents 

that include (a) 35 personnel managers and supervising 

personnel in BE firms, (b) 80 black accountants who were 

either at the time of the survey employed by or had been 

previously employed by BE firms, and (c) 23 accounting 

faculty members at predominantly black colleges and univer-

sities (BCCJ) (1). After tabulating the responses, in-depth 

personal interviews were conducted with several of the 

respondents from each of the three groups. These inter-

views enabled the researcher to summarize the responses and 

classify them into three groups, (1) education and techni-

cal ability, (2) personality traits, and (3) cultural and 

environmental factors. Classifications of the summarized 

responses are presented in Tables I, II, and III that 

respectively cover reasons for turnover of black account-

ants in BE firms, and the reasons for success and for 

failure of black accountants in public accounting (the 

21 
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items listed in the tables are described in the next sec-

tion of this chapter). These tables contain the informa-

tion needed to test hypotheses 1 (HO^), 2 (HC^), and 3 

(H03) of this study. (These hypotheses are stated on 

pages 36-40). 

Black accountants surveyed also indicated whether they 

graduated from a predominantly black college or university 

(BCU) or from a predominantly white college or university 

(WCU) and provided information about (a) whether they were 

promoted to the rank of senior accountant by their employer, 

and (b) whether they were successful in passing the CPA 

examination. The responses provide the information 

needed to make two tests of hypothesis 4 (HC>4) (see page 

42) using two different surrogates for success in public 

accounting. 

Description of Turnover, Success, and Failure 
Factors (Tables I, II, and III) 

This section is a discussion of the items listed in 

Tables I, II, and III. The discussion follows the classi-

fication format of the factors (a) education and technical 

ability, (b) personality traits, and (c) cultural and 

environmental factors. 

Educational and Technical Ability 

Several factors comprise the education and technical 

ability classification. Each factor is discussed separ-

ately in the following subsections. 
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TABLE I 

TURNOVER FACTORS 

Responses of 
35 BE 

Supervisors 

Responses of 
23 Black 
Faculty 

Responses of 
80 Black 

Accountants 

Educational and Technical 
Ability: 

Failure to pass CPA exam 
Poor educational background 

24 
15 

3 
4 

12 
12 

Total 39 7 24 

Opportunities Better Else-
where : 

Job offer with increased 
salary 

Upward mobility 
24 7 

9 
11 

Total 24 16 11 

Personality Traits: 

Difficulty adjusting to 
firm 0 7 0 

Total 0 7 0 

Cultural and Environmental 
Factors: 

Politics 
Racism 
Inadequate help 
Not understanding envir-
onment of the firm 

Inability to adjust to 
long work-hours 

Routine and unchallenging 
work 

Tire of Big Eight estab-
lishment 

Incompatibility with peers 
Lack of role models 
Not being allowed to acquire 
adequate experience 

f • 

8 

4 

3 

3 

3 

8 
11 
8 

10 

7 

11 
9 

7 

Total 0 21 71 
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TABLE II 

SUCCESS FACTORS 

Responses of Responses of Responses of 
35 BE 23 Black 80 Black 

Supervisors Faculty Accountants 

Education and Technical 
Ability: 

Technical competence 35 9 9 
Good oral and written 
communication 4 4 7 

Strong accounting back-
ground 4 13 

Total 39 17 29 

Personality Traits: 

Assertive and aggressive 12 9 
Confidence in accounting 
background 4 

People oriented 18 
Hard worker and drive to 

succeed .. • . 12 
Unalterable confidence in 
ability 11 

Positive attitude and 
demeanor . . . • 7 

Sharp and aggressive 6 

Total 12 13 54 

Cultural and Environmental 
. 

Factors: 

Ability to mix with firm 
personnel ! 9 10 

Ability to adapt to BE 
environment 7 

Politic and play the game 4 
Previous self-satisfying 
encounters with whites 2 

Pierce in-group 15 
Not overly concerned with 
racism 4 

Total 9 23 19 
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TABLE III 

FAILURE FACTORS 

Responses of Responses of Responses of 
35 BE 23 Black 80 Black 

Supervisors Faculty Accountants 

Education and Technical 
Ability: 

Failure to pass CPA exam 23 .. 11 
Lack of technical skills • • 8 
Poor communication skills . . 6 4 
Poor educational background 12 

Total 
i 2 3 

14 27 

Personality Traits: 

Lack of confidence . • 6 6 
Failure to mingle 
Inability to pierce in-
group 

Total 0 6 6 

Cultural and Environmental 
Factors: 

Failure to mingle—pierce 
in-group 18 5 23 

Failure to adapt to group 
behavior pattern 5 9 

Unwillingness to give 100% 
to public accounting 11 

Lack of professionalism 6 
Subtle racism • • 

16 

Total 23 31 39 
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Failure to pass the CPA examination.--Twice each year 

the American Institute of Certified Public Accountants 

administers an examination. All fifty of the United 

States of America require a passing grade on the examina-

tion among their liscensing requirements for the practice 

of public accounting. Most large accounting firms expect 

new employees to pass the examination within two years of 

initial employment. The firms believe that failure to 

pass the examination within two years indicates a lack of 

the intellect or skills that are necessary for success 

in accounting practice. 

Poor educational background.—This means that an 

aspiring professional lacks the mastery of technical 

accounting and related subject matter needed for satis-

factory performance. 

Technical competency.—A professional accountant is 

technically competent when he is able to use good judgment 

in the application of accounting knowledge in the perform-

ance of a professional assignment. 

Good oral and written communication.--The ability 

to use clear, concise, well-organized written and oral 

English is essential in interchanges with clients, peers, 

and supervisors. 
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Strong accounting background.--This means that a 

professional has mastered a rigorous curriculum in 

accounting and related subjects. 

Lack of technical skills.—This means that an aspir-

ing professional lacks either technical knowledge or the 

ability to apply technical knowledge efficiently in the 

performance of a professional task. 

Poor communication skills.—An aspiring professional 

is unable to use clear, concise, well-organized written 

and oral English in his interchanges with clients. 

Personality Traits 

Several factors comprise the personality traits 

classification. Each factor is discussed separately in 

the following subsections. 

Difficulty in adjusting to firm.—The aspiring pro-

fessional lacks the discipline to adjust from life on 

the college campus to the rigors of professional assign-

ments . 

Assertive and aggressive.--The professional seeks 

demanding assignments and makes it evident that advance-

ment within the firm is important to him. 

Confidence in accounting background.—The professional 

is not only well trained but also knows it. He approaches 
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each task with the belief that he can complete it and do 

it well. 

People oriented.—An individual who is people-oriented 

is outgoing and enjoys social gatherings as well as personal 

interchanges connected with his work-assignments. 

Hard worker and drive to succeed.—This means the 

professional is willing to work overtime, maintains enthu-

siasm while performing routine assignments, and is willing 

to expend extra effort to enhance his opportunity for 

advancement. 

Unalterable confidence in one's ability.—The profes-

sional has perspective and maintains a belief that he will 

ultimately succeed even in the face of reversals or 

challenges that tax his ability to the limit. 

Positive attitude and demeanor.--An individual is 

positive in attitude and demeanor and he focuses on the 

brighter side of the events in his life. He not only 

remains agreeable and cooperative in the face of trials 

and tribulations but also has the ability to lift the 

spirits of associates. 

Sharp and aggressive.--The professional has the educa-

tional background and mental agility to think through 

intricate problems and reach reasonable conclusions; he 

also enjoys assignments that tax his ability. 
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Lack of confidence.—The aspiring professional is 

uncertain of his professional background or of his 

ability to apply his professional knowledge when perform-

ing challenging assignments. 

Failure to mingle.—An individual is introverted and 

minimizes personal interchange in social and on-the-job 

activities. 

Inability to pierce-in-group.—The aspiring profes-

sional is unable to market his skills within the accounting 

firm that employs him. This may be caused by introversion, 

lack of confidence, a negative attitude, or some combina-

tion of these factors. 

Cultural and Environmental Factors 

Several factors comprise the cultural and environ-

mental classification. Each factor is discussed separately 

in the following subsections. 

Politics.—Public accounting firms are organized 

so that personal relationships with peers and supervisors 

have a heavy influence on job-assignments. Since most 

people are more comfortable with members of their own 

race and whites are definitely in a majority, blacks are 

at a disadvantage in maneuvering for assignments. In 

addition, since few blacks are well prepared for office 
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politics, there is a cultural bias that is unfavorable 

to blacks. 

Racism.—Black accountants believe that supervisors, 

peers, and client personnel sometimes make decisions and 

take actions in dealing with blacks that are different 

than if whites were dealing with other whites, and blacks 

believe that these decisions and actions work to the 

detriment of the black professional. 

Inadequate help.—Public accounting firms place heavy 

responsibilities on new employees. This is a disadvantage 

for blacks who are frequently less prepared and less confi-

dent. Inadequate assistance by senior accountants in 

charge of field work is especially troublesome for neo-

phyte black professionals. 

Not understanding environment of the firm.—This is 

closely related to and overlaps the politics factor pre-

viously described. Blacks perceive that public accounting 

firms expect a certain conformity in employee behavior 

in conjunction with office politics and on-the-job activi-

ties. Blacks are less prepared to understand and adapt to 

this environmental factor. 

Inability to work long hours.—During busy seasons, 

overtime is a way of life in public accounting firms. 

The work day is not predetermined—it is as long as it 
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needs to be. Blacks are less accustomed than whites to 

this sort of interference with their personal lives. If 

the black accountants' adjustment period takes longer than 

is considered normal, it is sometimes perceived as lack of 

desire or serious interest in a professional accounting 

career. 

Routine and unchallenginq work.—Although the chal-

lenges in public accounting can be severe, the profession 

also entails a lot of work that borders on drudgery. 

Blacks often lack the patience for routine, repetitive 

tasks and because of other environmental factors may be 

assigned to more than their fair share of such tasks. 

Tire of Big Eight (BE) establishment.—Much of the 

employment in public accounting is furnished by BE firms. 

Large firms, in part out of necessity, establish policies 

and routines that can lead an individual to feel like a 

number rather than a person. Blacks have special diffi-

culty in coping with a bureaucratic environment because 

they get less support from a peer group that is overwhelm-

ingly white. 

Incompatibility with peers.—The values and aspira-

tions of blacks are often quite different from those of 

whites, and whites account for a high percentage of the 

peer groups in public accounting. 
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Lack of role models.--Since blacks in public account-

ing are recent entrants to the profession, coupled with 

their high turnover rate, few blacks have partnership and 

management positions in public accounting firms. Blacks 

who could serve as role models are few in number. 

Not being allowed to acquire adequate experience.— 

This factor is closely related to and overlaps other 

cultural and environmental factors. Blacks are often 

less prepared for employment in BE firms, and the system 

used in these firms does not allow for adequate assistance. 

This often leads to assignments involving repetitive, 

routine work as distinguished from work that stretches 

the individual and fosters his professional development. 

As a result, black accountants get less enriching experi-

ence and do not develop rapidly enough to meet the firm's 

norms. 

Ability to mix with firm personnel.—The ability to 

fit in with peers, supervisors, and top executives in 

a firm is crucial to success. The ability to fit in influ-

ences job assignments, which in turn influences profes-

sional development and performance evaluations. 

Ability to adapt to BE environment.—The professional 

is able to conform his behavior so as to fit into the 

firm's organization and meet the firm's expectations. 
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Ability to politic and play the game.—The profes-

sional learns how to deal with his peers and supervisors 

in order to get placed on assignments that enable him to 

get valuable experiences and earn favorable performance 

ratings. 

Previous self-satisfying encounters with whites.— 

Blacks who have had close relationships with whites in 

the past are usually better able to adjust to an environ-

ment where peers, supervisors, and executives are pre-

dominantly white. These relationships may have developed 

in school, integrated neighborhoods, or previous work-

experiences. 

Pierce the in-group.—The individual who fits in and 

is able to get favorable assignments on a constant basis 

has pierced the in-group. This enables a professional to 

get valuable experience and earn favorable performance 

ratings. 

Not overly concerned with racism.—The black indi-

vidual who considers a certain amount of racism, subtle 

or overt, as normal and who does not allow it to interfere 

with his efforts to achieve his goals, is not overly 

concerned with racism. 

Failure to mingle; pierce in-group.--The aspiring 

professional is unwilling or unable to mix with co-workers 
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on the job or socially. Some actively seek ways to avoid 

mixing. 

Failure to adapt to group behavior patterns.—Since 

a certain amount of conformity is essential in the opera-

tion of BE accounting firms, an unwillingness or inability 

to conform precludes advancement in a BE firm. 

Unwillingness to give 100 per cent to public account-

ing.—A professional accountant is frequently expected 

to place personal and even important family obligations 

second to the concerns of his employer; a professional who 

is unwilling to make such sacrifices is unlikely to advance, 

Lack of professionalism.—The employee is not business-

like in the performance of his professional tasks. 

Subtle racism.—Although racism in public accounting 

firms is seldom overt, black accountants believe subtle 

racism is prevelant. Subtle racism takes the form of 

unspoken fears of client reactions, unwarranted lack of 

trust, or unwarranted lack of confidence in ability. All 

these forms of subtle racism influence task assignments 

and performance evaluations. 

Discussion of Responses within Groups 
of Respondents across Contexts 

As one could anticipate, perceptions of groups of 

respondents change as the context changes, but in some 
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instances the difference in perceptions is more pronounced 

than one would expect. Not once did supervisors in BE 

firms specify a cultural and environmental factor as a 

reason for turnover of black employees even though they 

mention such factors twenty-three times as reasons for 

failure of black accountants in public accounting. This 

is incongruous because failure in public accounting is 

obviously an important part of employee turnover. 

Since few blacks have entered public accounting and 

almost none have stayed long enough to become managers 

and partners, there are no role models and no sponsors 

for neophyte black accountants. This lack of role models 

and sponsors is one obvious example of a cultural factor 

that causes turnover of black employees. BE firms inter-

ested in reducing turnover of their black employees must 

attack the cultural and environmental causes as well as 

the educational and technical training problems. 

Although cultural and environmental factors are 

dominant in the responses of black accountants with regard 

to reasons for turnover and failure, black accountants 

perceive possession of appropriate personality traits 

as the dominant reason for success. This suggests that 

black accountants believe that the cultural barriers to 

success are so potent that education and technical train-

ing are not sufficient for success. Only those black 

accountants who have appropriate personality traits are 
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likely to overcome the cultural barriers and succeed in 

public accounting. 

Removal of cultural barriers to the success of black 

employees in public accounting is an important goal, but 

it will take time as well as an effort. Black role-models 

and black sponsors for neophyte black accountants, plus 

other cultural and environmental forces hospitable to 

black accountants, cannot be developed instantaneously. 

In the interim the perceptions of black accountants, if 

correct, have obvious implications for career choices 

of black accountants, hiring practices of accounting 

firms, and the counseling of black accountants by educa-

tors . 

Tests of Hypotheses 

Four hypotheses were devised to carry out the purposes 

of this study. The following sections present the hypoth-

eses, the statistical testing procedures, and the interpre-

tations of the data findings. 

Hypothesis Number One 

HO^ states that there will be no significant differ-

ence in the reasons given for turnover of blacks in public 

accounting by supervisors at BE firms, faculty members at 

BCU, and by black accountants. Tables IV and V present 

the relevant data. 
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The computed chi square value for these data is 

106.58. A table value of 12.6 is given for chi square 

with 6 degrees of freedom. A chi square value larger 

than 12.6 with 6 degrees of freedom is significant at 

the .05 level. Since 106.58 is greater than 12.6, the 

null hypothesis (HO^) is rejected; there appears to be 

a significant difference in the reasons given by the 

three groups for turnover of blacks in BE firms. 

The extent of the relationship among the variables 

can be found by determining the contingency coefficient. 

For these data the contingency coefficient is 57.12 per 

cent. This coefficient, which is similar in meaning 

to the correlation coefficient, shows that there is a 

positive correlation among the variables tested. 

Hypothesis Number Two 

HO2 states that there will be no significant differ-

ence in the reasons given for black accountants achieving 

a successful career in public accounting by supervisors 

at BE firms, by faculty members at BCU, and by black 

accountants. Tables VI and VII present the relevant data. 

The computed chi square value for success factors 

given by the three groups is 39.467. A table value of 

9.5 is given for chi square with 4 degrees of freedom. 

A chi square value larger than 9.5 with 4 degrees of free-

dom is significant at the .05 level. Since 39.467 exceeds 
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TABLE VI 

FACTORS OF SUCCESS AS GIVEN BY THE THREE GROUPS 
EXPRESSED BY FREQUENCY 

Success Factors 

Respondent 
Group 

Educational 
and Technical 
Abilities 

Cultural 
and 

Environmental 
Personality 

Traits 

Supervisors 39 9 12 

Faculty 17 23 13 

Accountants 29 19 54 

TABLE VII 

FACTORS OF SUCCESS AS EXPRESSED BY THE THREE GROUPS 
EXPRESSED AS PERCENTAGES 

Success Factors 

Respondent 
Group 

Educational 
and Technical 
Abilities 

Cultural 
and 

Environmental 
Personality 

Traits Total 

Supervisors 65.0 15.0 20.0 100 

Faculty 32.0 43.4 24.5 100 

Accountants 28.4 

V
O
 

00 
i—1 52.9 100 
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9.5, the null hypothesis (HC^) is rejected; there appears 

to be a significant difference in the reasons given by the 

three groups for achievement of successful careers in 

public accounting by black accountants. 

The extent of the relationship among the variables 

can be found by determining the contingency coefficient. 

For these data the contingency coefficient is 39.37 per 

cent. This coefficient, which is similar in meaning to 

the correlation coefficient, shows that there is a posi-

tive correlation among the variables tested. 

Hypothesis Number Three 

HO^ states that there will be no significant differ-

ence in the reasons given for the failure of black acocunt-

ants to achieve a successful career in public accounting 

by supervisors at BE firms, by faculty members at BCU, 

and by black accountants. Tables VIII and IX present the 

relevant data. 

The computed chi square value for failure factors 

given by the three groups is 8.761. A table value of 9.5 

is given for chi square with 4 degrees of freedom. A 

chi square value larger than 9.5 with 4 degrees of freedom 

is significant at the .05 level. Since 8.761 is less 

than 9.5, the null hypothesis is accepted. It is not 

possible to conclude that the reasons given by the three 
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TABLE VIII 

CAUSES OF FAILURE AS GIVEN BY THE THREE GROUPS 
EXPRESSED BY FREQUENCY 

Failure Factors 

Respondent 
Group 

; Educational 
and Technical 
Abilities 

Cultural 
and 

Environmental 
Personality 

Traits 

Supervisors 23 23 0 

Faculty 14 31 6 

Accountants 27 39 6 

TABLE IX 

CAUSES OF FAILURE AS GIVEN BY THE THREE GROUPS 
EXPRESSED AS PERCENTAGES 

Failure Factors 

Respondent 
Group 

Educational 
and Technical 
Abilities 

Cultural 
and 

Environmental 
Personality 

Traits Total 

Supervisors 50.0 50.0 0 100 

Faculty 27.5 60.7 11.8 100 

Accountants 37.5 54.2 8.3 100 
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groups for failure of blacks to achieve successful careers 

in public accounting are significantly different. 

The extent of the relationship among the variables 

can be found by determining the contingency coefficient. 

For these data the contingency coefficient is 22.18 per 

cent. This coefficient, which is similar in meaning to 

the correlation coefficient, shows that there is a slight 

degree of positive correlation among the variables tested. 

Hypothesis Number Four 

HO^ predicts that there will be no significant 

difference in the success rate in public accounting 

between black accountants who graduated from BCU and 

black accountants who graduated from predominantly WCU. 

The two different surrogates for success in public 

accounting used in testing this hypothesis are (H0^_^) 

passing the CPA examination, and (H0^_2) being promoted 

to senior accountant in a BE firm. 

: Passing the CPA examination.--In the first 

test of hypothesis four, the null hypothesis predicts 

that there will be no significant difference between 

the group of black accountants who graduated from BCU and 

the group who graduated from a predominantly WCU. Table 

X presents these data. 
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TABLE X 

RESULTS OF THE CPA EXAMINATION 

Results of CPA Exam 

Groups 

Passed 
Did Not 
Pass Total 

Black accountants 
ated from a BCU 

who gradu-
(N=40) 16 24 40 

Black accountants 
ated from a WCU 

who gradu-
(N=40) 29 11 40 

Total 45 35 80 

The computed chi square value for these data is 8.58. 

The degrees of freedom for a simple 2 by 2 chi square is 

always 1. A chi square that is larger than 3.8 with 1 

degree of freedom is significant at the .05 level; there-

fore, the null hypothesis HO^^ is rejected. These data 

indicate, therefore, that a black accountant who graduates 

from a BCU is less likely to pass the CPA examination than 

a black accountant who graduates from a WCU. 

The phi coefficient is obtained by dividing the chi 

square value of 8.58 by the N (80) and taking the square 

root of the quotient. In this instance, the phi coeffi-

cient of 0.32749 shows that there is a positive correla-

tion . 
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M^4_2: Promotion to senior accountant.--The 

second test of hypothesis four in null form predicts that 

there will be no significant difference in the likelihood 

of being promoted to senior accountant between the group 

of black accountants who graduated from a BCU and the 

group who graduated from a WCU. Table XI presents these 

data. 

TABLE XI 

PROMOTION TO SENIOR ACCOUNTANT 

Promotion Status 

Groups Promoted to 
Senior 

Not Promoted 
to Senior Total 

Black accountants who 
graduated from a BCU 
(N=40) 20 20 40 

Black accountants who 
graduated from a WCU 
(N=40) 27 13 40 

Total 47 33 80 

The computed chi square value for these data is 2.53. 

To be significant at the .05 level, a chi square value 

must exceed 3.8 with 1 degree of freedom; therefore, the 

null hypothesis cannot be rejected. One cannot conclude 

there is a significant difference between the blacks who 

graduated from a BCU and those who graduated from a WCU 
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insofar as earning a promotion to senior accountant is 

concerned. 

The phi coefficient is obtained by dividing the chi 

square value of 2.53 by the N (80) and taking the square 

root of the quotient. In this instance, the phi coeffi-

cient of 0.1777 indicates that there is a low degree of 

positive correlation. 

Analysis of Differences in the 
Perceptions of Groups 

The test of HO^ shows that the perceptions of the 

three groups (supervisors at BE firms, faculty at BCU, 

and black accountants) concerning causes of turnover of 

black accountants in BE firms are significantly different. 

Differences in perceptions of the groups are not surprising, 

but the extent of some of the differences is surprising. 

Perhaps most surprising is the fact that 61.9 per cent 

of the causal factors for turnovers reported by supervisors 

in BE firms are "education and technical training factors" 

while only 13.7 per cent of the causal factors for turn-

overs reported by faculty at BCU are "education and techni-

cal training factors." Though slightly less pronounced, 

this same difference also appears in the perceptions of 

success and failure factors. Surely faculty members 

appreciate that adequate education and technical training 

are essential to attaining longevity as a BE employee. 

If so, faculty at BCU are likely to have a concept of 
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"adequate education and technical training" for new BE 

employees that differs significantly from the concept 

held by the firms. This prompts the recommendation of 

more and better communication between BE firms and faculty 

at BCU on the issue. 

Another striking difference in the perceptions on 

turnover occurs because supervisors at BE firms do not 

once mention cultural or environmental factors as causes 

for turnovers. The supervisors differ conspicuously from 

both the faculty at BCU (41.2 per cent of total factors 

reported) and the black accountants (67 per cent of the 

total factors reported). Is it possible that BE firms 

do not even perceive the problem? This seems unlikely, 

especially since in the responses for the causal factors 

for failure, the environmental and cultural factors com-

prise 50 per cent of the total reported by supervisors in 

BE firms. More likely, the firms believe they did as 

much as possible to remove cultural and environmental 

barriers as a bar to continued employment, so they do not 

perceive the barriers as causes for turnovers even though 

they know the barriers exist. This forces an observer 

to note the possibility that integration of significant 

members of blacks into BE firms may be a long and difficult 

process even with an expressed effort on the part of all 

concerned. [In contrast to this observation, the responses 

of faculty at BCU concerning success may imply that they 
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believe cultural and environmental factors are control-

lable.] Cultural and environmental factors are dominant 

in the perceptions of all three groups as factors causing 

failure. 

Black accountants perceive factors in the personality-

traits category as most important for success in public 

accounting. Factors in this category comprise 52.9 per 

cent of the total reported by black accountants, which is 

more than double the percentages for this category given 

by either supervisors at BE firms or faculty at BCU. BE 

firms and faculty at BCU may be overlooking an important 

determinant in this regard. The difference in perceptions 

suggests the need for a study comparing the personality 

profiles of black accountants who succeed in public account-

ing to the profiles of those who fail. If the perceptions 

of the black accountants are correct, personality profiles 

are essential tools for BE firms in their recruiting of 

black accountants, for faculty at BCU in their counseling of 

black accountants, and for black accountants in selecting 

career paths. Failure is painful and expensive for all 

concerned. 

Interpreting the Tests of Hypothesis Four 

A black who wants to succeed in public accounting 

needs to pass the CPA examination. Although the test of 

H0^_^ implies that he can improve his chances of passing 
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the examination by attending a WCU rather than a BCU, 

there are some obvious caveats to acceptance of the impli-

cations. Sample selection in this study is an obvious 

threat to the validity of the statistical association. 

Moreover, statistical association does not establish 

causality. Finally, what holds true for WCUs and BCUs 

in general may not hold true for specific institutions. 

Using the criterion of being promoted to senior 

accountant as a surrogate for success in public accounting, 

the test of H0^_2 does not show conclusively that there 

is a significant difference in the likelihood of success 

for black graduates of a WCU as compared to graduates of 

a BCU. There is a plausible explanation for the inconsis-

tency of the results of H04_2 as compared to H O ^ . BE 

firms make a special effort to help blacks attain the 

level of senior accountant, in part out of a desire to 

correct inequities and in part because the firms have a 

stake in retaining black employees. [Respondents for 

some BE firms reported that their firms allowed blacks 

more time to make senior and that standards for promotion 

to senior were sometimes slightly relaxed.] 

With due concern for the caveats previously mentioned, 

the data appear to indicate that in the near term a black 

who wants to succeed in public accounting should attend 

a WCU. This conclusion is supported by information gained 

from the personal interviews with black accountants 
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conducted in making the study as well as the results of 

the statistical tests of HO^. 

Peers, role models, and sponsors who are available 

to neophyte black accountants are predominantly white, 

and the ability to mix with whites and to be comfortable 

doing so is crucial to a black accountant's success. 

Attending a WCU offers more exposure to whites and more 

opportunity for satisfying encounters. In oral inter-

views, several black accountants reported that an oppor-

tunty to socialize with whites is an important advantage 

of attending a WCU. 

Whether prospective black accountants attend a BCU 

or a WCU, however, they need ample opportunity to mix 

with whites. They also need adequate technical training 

in order to cope with the time-pressure they will experi-

ence in BE firms. Employees of BE firms, black or white, 

need to develop the patience and determination to cope 

with long hours and task assignments that sometimes involve 

tedious work. 
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CHAPTER IV 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Based on the data findings and interviews with 

members of the respondent groups, recommendations are 

made for improvement of the problem of turnover for 

black accountants. These recommendations are directed 

to the groups of BE employers of black accountants and 

black colleges and universities. 

Recommendations for Employers 

The high turnover of blacks in public accounting 

firms is costly to the firms and the black hirees as well. 

Avoiding mismatches is obviously important to both employ-

ing firms and black prospects. Increased use of intern-

ships for blacks is one effective tool for avoiding rapid 

turnover caused by mismatches. The firm not only gets 

an opportunity to judge an intern's aptitude for public 

accounting, but also and even more important, the intern 

(and other blacks with whom he shares his experience) is 

less likely to make an inappropriate decision to enter 

public accounting. 

Increased use of black employees in the recruiting 

of blacks should also help avoid mismatches. Black 

employees judge the potential of black prospects more 
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capably than white; they are also more able to provide 

the information a black prospect needs to make a correct 

decision about embarking on a career in public accounting. 

Initially, achieving better results in retention and 

advancement of blacks in public accounting will be diffi-

cult and expensive. Costly or not, expending special 

effort is the only way to solve the black turnover problem 

in the long run. Once blacks attain senior positions in 

public accounting firms, role models and sponsors will be 

available for neophyte black professionals. The presence 

of blacks in senior positions will also alleviate many of 

the other environmental and cultural factors that cause 

turnover of blacks. If a sufficient number of blacks are 

to attain senior positions, however, the extended special 

effort is necessary. 

In making a special effort to retain blacks and 

advance them to senior positions, firms should pay more 

attention to the personality traits of black prospects. 

Technical competence is essential but not sufficient for 

the success of a black accountant. Responses from black 

accountants in this study (see Table VII, Chapter III) 

show that they perceive personality traits to be the 

primary factors that lead to success. Since black account-

ants are without black role models or sponsors, they 

function in a semi-hostile environment. It takes a black 

with a special personality to overcome these environmental 
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and cultural barriers. A comparison of personality pro-

files of blacks who succeed in public accounting to pro-

files of those who have failed may provide information 

that will enable employers and black prospects to avoid 

costly mismatches. 

The restructuring of orientation programs used for 

black hirees will help employers of black accountants in 

at least two ways. First, improved orientation programs 

should enhance the early discovery of mismatches and 

reduces the costs associated with turnover. Second, 

improved orientation programs will improve performance 

in the retention and advancement of the blacks who are 

suited to careers in public accounting. 

As presently structured, orientation programs for new 

employees in BE firms take the hiree's general knowledge 

of business customs and practices for granted. Black 

accountants interviewed for this study report that this 

is often inappropriate. Black hirees have experienced 

difficulty in public accounting for wearing inappropriate 

attire (e.g., a black shirt), for frequent use of slang 

expressions peculiar to blacks, and for lack of know-how 

about mixing at social gatherings. Neophyte black account-

ants are also prone to allocate time poorly on a profes-

sional assignment; for example, a black might spend too 

much time on a minor part of an audit program either 

because he lacks awareness of the cost to the client or 
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because he is hesitant to approach the senior accountant 

for advice. Orientation programs that are more suited to 

blacks can eliminate or greatly reduce a number of these 

problems. This is important because although the problems 

are small, the consequences for black accountants are 

severe; they influence job-assignment opportunities and 

ultimately performance evaluations. 

Some specific suggestions for changes in orientation 

programs for black hirees in public accounting are as 

follows: 

1. Involve personnel officers in the orientation 

to reduce the likelihood of their misleading blacks to 

meet recruiting quotas; 

2. Involve top executives of the firm in the orien-

tation; this will reassure blacks that they are wanted 

and will engender confidence; it will also make it clear 

to firm personnel, especially senior accountants in charge 

of field work, that black employees are desired, and it 

will encourage them to be fair in dealing with blacks; 

3. Involve a black who has attained an executive 

position with the firm in the orientation even if it is 

necessary for the black executive to travel from one loca-

tion to another. There is no better way to make it evident 

that a black can succeed and thus help provide the incen-

tive and confidence that are essential for success; 
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4. Be specific about the requirements for the hiree's 

first year in public accounting; for example, explain that 

overtime is a way of life in the Spring, that routine 

assignments (carrying supplies, photocopying, and pencil 

sharpening) are standard tasks during the first year of 

employment, and that unassigned time is common at certain 

times of the year and unassigned personnel are expected to 

use this time productively (e.g., study for the CPA 

examination). Being specific about the requirements of 

the first year may enable some hirees to recognize a mis-

match. If mismatches leave quickly the cost of turnover 

is reduced for both employer and employee; employees that 

elect to stay are better prepared and will adjust to their 

responsibilities more quickly and amiably. 

After careful screening in the hiring of blacks and 

after exposure of hirees to an appropriate orientation 

program, more effort should be put into retaining the 

hirees. Although the involvement of top executives in 

the orientation program signals the importance of black 

hirees to firm personnel, follow-up is essential; the 

good intentions of top executives will count for little 

unless senior-level accountants, in whose hands the develop-

ment of neophytes finally rests, are encouraged to be fair 

and patient with the black hirees whom they supervise. 

A neophyte black accountant, even one who is tech-

nically competent, is very likely to feel threatened by 
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the cultural and environmental barriers to his success and 

by responsibilities that must look immense to the new pro-

fessional. The new black hiree (and white hirees as well) 

need all the nurturing they can get. 

If senior accountants provide close, patient super-

vision, blacks will be able to handle assignments that 

enhance their professional development instead of being 

shunted to a disproportionate share of mundane assignments. 

This reduces the likelihood of losing blacks either because 

they are discouraged by their assignments or because their 

progress is substandard. 

Recommendations to Black Colleges 
and Universities 

As shown in the tables in Chapter III, educational 

background and technical abilities are extremely influen-

tial with regard to turnover, success, and failure of 

black accountants in public accounting firms according to 

the perception of supervisors in BE firms, faculty members 

of BCU, and black accountants themselves. Supervisors in 

BE firms believe that educational factors and technical 

abilities are overwhelmingly important. Perceptions of 

the three groups lead to some obvious recommendations for 

both WCU and BCU, but BCU are of primary interest in this 

study. 

Interviews with black accountants who graduated from 

BCUs prompt some curriculum and staffing recommendations 
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for BCUs that sound like platitudes because in the absence 

of resource constraints they would, in the main, be appli-

cable for any school any time. To view these recommenda-

tions as mere platitudes may be a mistake in this instance. 

Graduates of BCUs are less likely to pass the CPA examina-

tion than graduates of WCUs (see Table x , Chapter III). 

Moreover, interviews with the black accountants left this 

researcher with the impression that graduates of BCUs who 

did pass the examination often required several attempts, 

and they also had to do a substantial amount of post-

graduate preparation. If BCUs want an important role in 

preparing blacks to succeed in public accounting, they 

need to respond to the following recommendations even 

though the recommendations sound familiar: 

1. BCUs need to offer more advanced courses in 

accounting, auditing, computer and systems areas; 

2. BCUs need to put more emphasis on providing their 

students with better communications skills; development of 

communications skills should be emphasized in accounting 

courses, not only in English and speech courses; 

3. More of the accounting courses at BCUs need to be 

staffed with faculty members who have terminal degrees, 

CPA certificates, or both, plus bonifide professional 

experience and ongoing exposure to the business community. 

The recommendations on staffing and curriculum may 

appear to be obvious, but interviews with black accountants 
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also prompt some recommendations that are not so obvious. 

First, black accountants believe that frequent exposure 

to whites before entering public accounting is important 

because it makes it easier to adapt to the environment in 

public accounting firms. This implies that BCUs should 

hire white faculty members, recruit white students, or 

find other ways to provide interaction with whites. 

Second, black accountants also believe that knowing 

what to expect in public accounting is at least as impor-

tant as adequate educational and technical ability. One 

way to help provide this knowledge of what to expect in 

public accounting is to use black professionals as guest 

lecturers. Another way is for BCUs to be more aggressive 

in securing internships with accounting firms for their 

students. To maximize the benefits of internships, BCUs 

should provide a forum during which interns can share 

their experiences with other accounting students. 

Fourth, the importance of personality traits in over-

coming the cultural and environmental barriers to a black's 

success in public accounting demands a response from BCUs. 

Ideally, BCUs should develop personality profiles of 

successful black accountants for comparison with personal-

ity profiles of their students for use in counseling stu-

dents. Short of the ideal, anyone counseling graduates of 

BCUs should be aware that in the near term only blacks who 
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are sharp, aggressive, and confident of their abilities 

have much chance to succeed in public accounting. 

Fifth, BCUs also need to note that a long-term solu-

tion to the black turnover problem in public accounting 

will require the presence of black role models and black 

sponsors in public accounting firms. This means that 

significant numbers of blacks need to advance to senior 

positions in accounting firms. In order to get more 

blacks into such senior positions, there have to be more 

and better black graduates who are qualified in terms of 

educational background, technical ability, and appropriate 

personality traits. If BCUs are going to contribute, 

they need to recruit intensively in the high schools. 

Black students who have the ability and the appropriate 

personalities need to be advised of the opportunities in 

public accounting and need to be carefully prepared to 

take advantage of those opportunities. 

Summary 

The key to the long-run solution of the black turn-

over problem in public accounting is to provide black 

role models and black sponsors for neophyte black account-

ants. Providing the role models and sponsors means 

getting a significant number of blacks into senior posi-

tions in public accounting firms. The task is difficult, 

and there is no guarantee of success. To have any chance 
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for success, there must be an intensive and extended 

effort on the part of accounting firms, BCUs, and success-

ful black accountants. 
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