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Abstract
This qualitative study, conducted and narrated through a constructivist
lens, explores how accountants perceive fairness in the workplace, and
highlights issues that were foremost in the minds of the research
participants

as

being

instrumental

to

how

opinions

regarding

organisational justice are formed and informed.

Australia has a long history of promoting fairness in the workplace and
legislation, such as the Fair Work Act 2009, sets out minimum employment
standards. While these terms and conditions are enforceable by law, many
employment interactions are not, but these nonetheless, greatly affect
how accountants, particularly those accountants working in rural or
regional Australia, perceive fairness in the workplace.

Through an informal conversational approach to interviewing, forty‐five
participants from the accounting industry, including employees, employers,
and human resource professionals, shared their views on workplace
fairness. Engaging participants in personal conversations yielded a wealth
of contextualised data encompassing many facets of fairness and
organisational life. Using thematic and discourse analysis techniques to
explore the narratives, 'power' and 'bias' emerged as critical factors in the
way accountants come to terms with organisational justice issues.
Although the review of the prior literature had revealed a number of
themes connected to the research topic, the frequency and potency of
power and bias in the transcripts was unanticipated. In addition to the
identification of power and bias as themes of significance, this study calls
attention to the considerable (and frequently idiosyncratic) impediments
faced by rural and regional accountants, and which shape perceptions of
fairness across the profession.

While the common interpretation of

organisational justice is skewed towards unfairness, a somewhat
unexpected but pleasing viewpoint expressed by most participants who
had chosen a career in public practice was that they felt the profession, as
a whole, was 'pretty fair'.
vi

Through deconstructing and reconstructing the compelling, multifaceted,
and personalised stories shared by the research participants, this
qualitative study offers alternative ways of seeing the research issue. In
doing so, the research described in this thesis makes a significant and
original contribution to the corpus of organisational justice knowledge by
challenging existing theoretical understandings and revealing how existing
theory falls short of representing every aspect of the lived‐through
experiences of accountants across Australia. Underscoring this view, one
important observation from this study is that perceptions of fairness in the
workplace are not static but are malleable, mutable, and elastic; this
plasticity in worldviews foreshadows why current organisational justice
models are unable capture fully how fairness is apprehended, particularly
in smaller rural accounting firms. Furthermore, the insights and reflections
drawn from the conversations augment professional practice and policy by
championing new avenues to promote and nurture fairness in the
workplace for everyone in the unique setting of the Australian public
accounting domain.

Keywords/phrases
Accountants, Australia, Equity Elasticity, Fairness in the Workplace,
Organisational Justice, Public Practice, Regional, Rural.
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Key meanings and understandings
For the purpose of this study, the following key meanings and
understandings were adopted to guide (but not limit) the research.

Accountant ‐ although there is no regulatory framework or statute in
Australia that limits who can call themselves an accountant (Bowrey,
Murphy, Smark, & Watts, 2007), for the purposes of this research project,
an accountant is an individual skilled in the art (and science) of analysing
and interpreting financial and management accounting information and
can advise relevant stakeholders on a wide range of matters. While not
mandatory, an accountant is usually also a member of good standing with
at least one of the professional accounting bodies recognised in Australia1.
In this document, the term 'Australian Accountant' represents all
accountants working in Australia regardless of the culture that they identify
with or their citizenship.

Blokey ‐ An Australian adjective meaning indulging in, or relating to,
stereotypically male behaviour and interests (Oxford Dictionaries Online
Project Team, 2013). Common examples of 'stereotypical male behaviour
and interests' include an over‐interest in male team sports (particularly
Rugby League, Rugby Union, Australian Rules, and Cricket, but not Soccer),
revved up cars, and full‐strength beer, as well as treating women as objects
of sexual pleasure (in addition to their roles as cook, cleaner, and mother).
Individual traits often associated with a blokey persona include lacks
emotional intelligence towards women but enjoys male bonding, crude
communication (i.e., swearing, making tactless comments often with
sexual overtones and innuendo), and an assumption that men's views are
more important than are women's opinions. The use of the term 'blokey' is
context specific and is often used by women to describe male behaviour
that ranges from mildly annoying to outright obnoxiousness.

1

The three major bodies are The Institute of Chartered Accountants in Australia, CPA
Australia Ltd, and the Institute of Public Accountants Ltd. These Australian organisations
are also members of the International Federation of Accountants.
ix

Conversation ‐ within this thesis, 'conversation' is used in its everyday
sense to denote the 'spoken exchange of news and ideas between people'
(Soanes & Stevenson, 2004, p. 312), and reflects the more personalised
nature of the interactions between the Researcher and her participants,
rather than describing the data collection process as a 'my turn, your turn'
semi‐structured interview.

Taking a more personalised conversational

approach permitted the Researcher to become 'indwelling' (Cavana,
Delahaye, & Sekaran, 2001, p. 135), in essence, to become one with her
participants and be empathetic with, and open to, their worldviews. In
addition, the term 'conversation' is in keeping with the hermeneutical and
dialectical nature of the methodology employed. The discourse analysis
techniques used did not take account of grammar or the structure of the
dialogue, but concentrated on what each participant said, the context in
which it was placed, and how the stories were conveyed.

Cultural identity ‐ There are many interpretations of cultural identity (Kim,
2007), however a simplistic view has been adopted for the purposes of this
study where cultural identity represents the country and/or culture that
the participant identifies with.

Fairness in the workplace ‐ '… the conditions of employment that lead
individuals to believe they are being treated fairly or unfairly' (Folger &
Cropanzano, 1998, p. xii), where 'employment' refers to the wider
employment landscape and not just the employer/employee dyad.
Fairness and justice are synonymous in the organisational setting, hence
the terms 'fairness in the workplace' and 'organisational justice' are used
interchangeably throughout this thesis2.

2

The importance of linking these two phrases/concepts was made patently clear to the
Researcher during the pilot study (documented in Section 3.4.1 of Chapter 3), and this
recognition precipitated a change in the research vernacular and how the Researcher
described the research project to others (peers, colleagues, participants, friends, and
anyone who would listen).
x

Glass ceiling ‐ a gender‐based metaphor describing a situation whereby
more‐able females are passed over for promotion in favour of less‐able
men (Lazear & Rosen, 1990), particularly for senior management positions.
As such, this approach to promotion creates vertical gendered segregation
in the organisation (Still, 1997).

Global Financial Crisis (GFC) ‐ represents the period since mid‐2007 (and
still ongoing as of April 2013, although less acute), during which time global
economic stability has faltered repeatedly, and financial institutions have
experienced severe distress. Quickly engulfing the financial and economic
markets, the GFC became an acute global political emergency and a
comprehensive social disaster (Rudd, 2009). Many causes for the GFC have
been mooted, but failure of the market‐based economy, weak regulatory
frameworks, lack of prudence, and human greed feature prominently on
the list (Pol, 2009; Baily & Elliott, 2011). First revealed in the United States,
the GFC rapidly spread to other countries and precipitated swift action by
the world's central banks, coupled with worldwide government
interventions. These interventions include financial bailouts of previously
'too‐big‐to‐fail' private conglomerates, tough austerity measures, and
extensive policy reforms in an attempt to limit the catastrophic outcomes
and, subsequently, to help build a fairer and more resilient way of doing
business for everyone, not just the financial elite.

Migrant accountants ‐ identifies a subset of participants included in this
study who were born in a country where English is not the first language.

Organisational justice ‐ see Fairness in the workplace.

Perceive (perception) ‐ an individual's re‐presentation of reality, but
recognising perception in the narrow psychological sense is only one part
of how fairness is apprehended in the workplace (Barclay & Whiteside,
2011). Although perception as a term is instrumental to the title of this
thesis, it is used loosely and liberally throughout this document to reflect
xi

the everyday understanding of the word. Synonyms include: acuteness,
apprehend, articulate, become aware, become conscious of, comment,
comprehend, deem, discern, experience, feel, form a view, impression,
insight, internalise, intuition, make known, mental reasoning, notice,
observe, opinion, recognise, remark, see, sense, take in, understand, view,
and voice, together with similar words and phrases.

Pink‐collar ghetto (pink‐collar workers) ‐ a gender‐based metaphor that
describes the high proportion of females occupying the lower‐paid, lower‐
status roles, such as clerical and administrative positions, service sector
jobs including sales assistant, waitress, childcare assistant, and the like
(Howe, 1977; England & Boyer, 2009), and even subordinate positions in
accounting firms (Almer, Lightbody, & Single, 2012).

Profession ‐ in Australia there is no standard definition of a profession.
However, the Australian Council of Professions Ltd (1997) provides the
following description:
A disciplined group of individuals who adhere to ethical
standards, and who hold themselves out as, and are
accepted by the public as, possessing special knowledge and
skills in a widely recognised body of learning derived from
research, education, and training at a high level, and who
are prepared to apply this knowledge and exercise these
skills in the interest of others.
Further distinguishing the accountancy profession is its acceptance of the
responsibility to act always in the public interest (Accounting Professional
& Ethical Standards Board, 2008)3.

Public accounting practice or public accounting firm ‐ in keeping with self‐
regulation of the Australian accountancy industry (Wallace, Ironfield, &
Orr, 2000), these are umbrella terms to denote the vehicle used by an
3

For further guidance on professional organisations see Beaton (2010) or West (1996) or
visit the International Federation of Accountants website: http://www.ifac.org/. Insights
into how accounting trainees are socialised into professional accountants by accounting
firms are provided by Anderson‐Gough and Grey, (2002).
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accountant who is a member of one or more of the professional accounting
bodies, offering accounting services4 either as a sole trader, in partnership,
or via another compliant practice structure. In order to remain registered
as a public accounting practice, the principal or principals of the firm are
obliged to comply with the relevant requirements of the professional
accounting body to which they belong and hold the necessary statutory
licences associated with the services that they offer.

Referent‐other ‐ a term coined by Adams (1963) denoting the individual or
group of individuals that a person (most commonly an employee)
compares their inputs and outcomes to. Comparisons may also be made
with a previous position the individual held, with a position the individual
currently holds, or with a position to which the individual aspires.

Researcher ‐ when written with a capital 'R', the term denotes the author
of this thesis. When not capitalised, or when in the plural form, the
expression refers to other researchers and investigators.

Rural and regional ‐ this phrase is used to describe the geographic locales
that lie beyond the metropolitan areas of Adelaide, Brisbane, Canberra,
Darwin, Hobart, Melbourne, Perth, and Sydney.

The term 'rural and

regional' also includes remote Australian mainland communities (i.e.,
Outback Australia). 'Country' is an alternative term used in this thesis.

Small and mid‐sized firms ‐ within the context of this research project, this
phrase is used to signify any public accounting firm that is not part of a Big
4 group (being Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu, Ernst & Young, KPMG, or
PricewaterhouseCoopers).
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Including financial and management accounting and reporting, bookkeeping, auditing,
taxation, insolvency, financial planning, and other associated services to all types of
business entities (public and private) and the general public.
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Sticky floors ‐ a gender‐based metaphor that describes a situation where:
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Changing jobs would put the female worker in a worse position
(financially, status, flexibility, etc.) relative to her current position;
and/or



Although females maybe promoted as often as their male
counterparts, the additional benefits that accrue from the
increase in status are lower for females than for males (Booth,
Francesconi, & Frank, 2003), thereby being about gender
inequality.
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The road ahead

1.1

Setting the scene

This qualitative study, conducted and narrated by a constructivist
researcher, explores how accountants perceive fairness in the workplace,
and highlights issues voiced by the research participants as being sources
of (un)happiness or catalysts for feeling (un)fairly treated. The design of
this study is primarily dependent upon an 'emergent design rather than
[an] a priori design' (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, and Allen, 1993, p. 148).
Although framed from an accountant's perspective, this research study
draws on multiple disciplines including ethics, management theory,
organisational behaviour, psychology, research methods and methodology,
and the social sciences, to present a multiplicity of views that document
how accountants make sense of workplace fairness events in the Australian
context.

Despite Australia's long history of promoting organisational justice through
legislation and education, many subtler forms of unfairness are not
specifically addressed by the statutes, but nonetheless influence how
accountants, particularly those working in rural and regional Australia, view
what is fair in the employment context. However, while organisational
justice has been extensively studied (Parker & Kohlmeyer, 2005), relatively
few studies have focused exclusively on the Australian accounting
profession and even fewer studies have put the accent on accountants
from rural and regional communities (for recent exceptions see Ciccotosto,
Nandan, & Smorfitt, 2008; Alam & Nandan, 2010; Carr, Cooper, Ferguson,
Hellier, Jackling, and Wines, 2010a, 2010b; Carter, Burritt, & Pisaniello,
2013).

In addition, prior accounting research endeavours have been

dominated by quantitative methodologies and, although metrics and
statistics are powerful investigative tools, it is easy to forget the
importance of the individual and overlook their valuable contribution to
enhancing the accounting profession.
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One‐in‐three Australians live beyond the metropolitan zones (Australia
Council for the Arts, 2012), and the majority of employment opportunities
are provided by smaller private sector businesses in the country regions,
thus these businesses are an integral part of the local community (Davies,
Tonts, Troy, & Pelusey, 2009). Likewise, 'the services provided by rural and
regional accounting firms are also, in turn, essential for the health of rural
and regional economies' (Carr, et al., 2010b, p. 34).

Prior research shows that labour force participation, particularly by
women, has been increasing in the Australian accounting profession (The
Institute of Chartered Accountants in Australia, 2008; CPA Australia Ltd,
2010a), but there is still an apparent skills shortage. Furthermore, this
impression appears to be more pronounced in rural and regional locales
(Standing Committee on Regional Development, 2004; Ciccotosto, Nandan,
& Smorfitt, 2008; Anonymous, 2009a; Carr, et al., 2010a). Compounding
the lack of experienced accountants is the perception of high turnover
rates within public accounting practices, as well as leakage from the
profession (Birrell, 2006; Muldowney, 2006; Southwell, Compton, Barker, &
Tyrbas de Chamberet, 2006; Sheedy, 2007; The Institute of Chartered
Accountants in Australia, 2008; Carr, et al., 2010a).

While turnover and leakage from the profession are end‐stage actions,
feeling unfairly treated by employers, colleagues, clients, or even 'the
system' can generate negative emotions such as unhappiness and
resentment.

These

dark

feelings

may

initially

manifest

as

counterproductive behaviour, such as reduced productivity, longer and/or
more frequent absenteeism, interpersonal conflict, or even sabotage,
employee theft, and violence (Aquino, Lewis, & Bradfield, 1999; Smith,
2008; Parzefall & Salin, 2010; Winkel, Wyland, Shaffer, & Clason, 2011;
Fennig, Joseph, & Turner, 2013).
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When an employee does decide to leave their employer, accumulated
organisational knowledge is lost and added pressure falls on the remaining
staff to cover any work overload. Although all entities experience some
loss of organisational knowledge when an employee leaves, the loss of an
experienced accountant is particularly testing for accounting firms, as it is
imperative that the firm continues to provide a seamless service to clients
and meets external reporting demands, regardless of staffing matters5.

Further adding to these concerns is the cost incurred when hiring a new
employee.

These costs (tangible and intangible) are particularly

burdensome for smaller firms, regardless of geographical location, as there
is often little spare capacity among the existing staff to train and assimilate
the new employee in addition to completing their own work, particularly
during the busier periods (e.g., tax time). For instance, a sole practitioner
training a new senior accountant immediately following the financial year‐
end may view the onboarding process as lost chargeable time rather than
as a longer‐term investment in human capital (Wyatt & Frick, 2010). Even
when taking on an experienced recruit, there are still considerable hidden
costs associated with acculturation into the firm, as well as the time
required for the new employee to get to know the clients and to
appreciate their exact needs.

Given the loss of organisational knowledge when an employee resigns and
the high cost of hiring new staff, reducing staff turnover is one area where
all organisations, regardless of their industry type, size, or location, can
benefit financially and operationally (for examples of prior research into
turnover issues identified in public accounting firms see, for instance,
Rhode, Sorensen, & Lawler, 1976; Aryee, Wyatt, & Ma, 1991; Parker &
Kohlmeyer, 2005; Lee et al., 2006; Yeh, 2007; Hall & Smith, 2009;
Lightbody, 2009).

Therefore, revealing the core factors that drive

5

Not forgetting the significant distress often felt by the departing employee and/or their
remaining colleagues because of the unsavoury climate that 'working out the period of
notice' sometimes generates.
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perceptions of (un)fairness in the workplace and that precipitate turnover
is an effective way to reduce costs and may generate innovative ways to
foster best professional practice and policy.

Adding to the pressing long‐term recruitment and retention challenges is
the lacklustre image of the accounting profession (Parker, 1999;
Baldvinsdottir, Burns, Norreklit, & Scapens, 2009). This poor image is
further fuelled by the perception of dull and repetitive work involving
excessively long hours, less than friendly policies regarding workplace
flexibility and family/career balance opportunities, rigid career pathways,
high stress levels, and uncompetitive pay rates (Friedman & Lyne, 2001;
Southwell, et al., 2006; Albu, Albu, Girbina, & Sandu, 2011); factors that
have been linked with perceptions of unfairness in the accounting
workplace (for specific examples, refer to Hoddinott & Jarratt, 1998;
Windsor & Auyeung, 2006; Ciccotosto, et al., 2008; Lightbody, 2009;
Wallace, 2009; Warren & Parker, 2009; and Glazer, 2012).

Accounting is also a portable professional qualification, and this portability
has encouraged many Australian accountants to seek work overseas.
Likewise, many migrant accountants now call Australia home. As such,
understanding the dynamics behind how accountants apprehend and deal
with organisational justice issues has important implications for the wider
accounting community, both nationally and internationally, particularly in
terms of attraction, retention, and succession; areas of concern that this
research project considers.

The research issue, and thus potential strategies for generating favourable
opinions regarding the level and extent of fairness in the workplace, is
multidimensional, with many interconnected issues needing to be equally
addressed, and dealt with concurrently. However, a generic one‐size‐fits‐
all approach to resolving the challenges faced by the Australian accounting
profession is unlikely to arrest the poor image and deliver long‐term
growth and sustained profitability, particularly for those firms that support
4

rural or regional communities. As such, the research presented in this
thesis occupies a previously neglected space in the organisational justice
corpus by holistically examining how accountants perceive fairness in the
workplace, and highlights the pressing (and often diverse) concerns faced
by accountants living and working in Australian rural and regional locales.

1.2

Drawing on existing theoretical understandings

Today, there are two generally accepted schools of thought concerning
organisational justice ‐ the school of social scientists and the school of
ethical philosophers (Folger & Cropanzano, 1998). From the viewpoint of a
social scientist, an outcome, action, or interaction is fair because that is
how it has been perceived, whereas ethical philosophers take a normative
view of fairness by setting minimum standards to guide organisational
decision‐making. As the primary objective of this study was to unearth
how accountants perceive fairness in the workplace, the following socially
constructed (Berger & Luckmann, 1966) description of organisational
justice was adopted to guide the research plan:
… the conditions of employment that lead individuals to
believe they are being treated fairly or unfairly (Folger &
Cropanzano, 1998, p. xii).
In this elucidation of organisational justice, the conditions of employment
also encompasses the perceptions in relation to the results of
organisational decisions, the methods used to make these decisions, and
how these decisions are conveyed, as well as the effect these actions have
on the relevant stakeholders (Saunders & Thornhill, 2004). In addition,
'employment' refers to the broader employment terrain rather than just
the narrow employer/employee interpretation.

Fairness has long been an important pillar of society and can be traced
back to philosophers from antiquity (Shaw & Barry, 2004). However,
modern‐day scholarly interest into organisational justice was revived with
the development and description of distributive justice and the formulation
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of equity theory (Adams, 1963; Bies, 2005). While equity theory remains
relevant by elaborating how distributive fairness can be achieved,
subsequent researchers advocated allocation norms other than the equity
norm (for examples, see Garland & Judd, 1978; Pearce & Peters, 1985;
Greenberg, 1987; Huseman, Hatfield, & Miles, 1987; Kabanoff, 1991; Lutz,
2001; and Lawrence, 2004). Although there are many opinions on how to
achieve fair allocation, the norms of need, equality, reciprocity, and profit
maximisation are purposely included as part of the current study in light of
their relevance to employment practices in Australia.

By the late 1970s, organisational justice scholars had become aware of the
narrowness of distributive justice theory, and so began to explore the
effect of the formulation and application of organisational procedures
(procedural justice) on perceptions of workplace fairness. Contemporary
interest in fairness continued to flourish and, by the end of the late 1980s,
a third dimension, that of interactional justice, had garnered interest
(Colquitt, Greenberg, & Zapata‐Phelan, 2005).

This third dimension

examines the impact of personal relations and the disclosure of
information in the organisational setting.

To encapsulate the fervent scholarly concern for fairness in the workplace
during the previous decades, Jerald Greenberg, a noted organisational
ethics and justice researcher, coined the term 'organisational justice' in
1987 (Beugre, 1998). However, the use of this term is not widespread in
mainstream research dealing with workplace fairness issues, and it has
been the Researcher's experience6 that this is an unfamiliar term within the
accounting profession and wider business community. Notwithstanding
this lack of reference to 'organisational justice' (as a common expression)
in the Australian setting, developing a greater awareness of workplace
fairness remains an important line of enquiry and a plethora of theoretical
6

The basis for this view is provided in Section 3.4.1.1 of Chapter 3, which notes that a lack
of recognition of, or connection with, the expression 'organisational justice' was identified
during the pilot study as a potential weakness, and this outcome is supported by the
literature reviewed for this study.
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models have emerged (and continue to emerge) as a result of sustained
scrutiny of, and academic enquiry into, organisational justice.

In addition to established and emerging theoretical models, the literature
reviewed to support this study revealed that what makes an individual
unique, and how these personal qualities shape opinions of fairness, are
fundamental

constituents

for

qualitative

organisational

justice

investigations. Although the inclusion of the full spectrum of individual
differences was beyond the scope of this study, the literature reviewed
pointed towards age, gender, mindset, and cultural identity as being of
specific relevance to both the research topic and the research setting.

The conclusions drawn from the fairness literature presented in Chapter 2
underline the importance of developing a greater awareness of how
accountants perceive fairness in the workplace in the Australian setting,
and bring to light how value can be added to existing understandings of
organisational justice theory by pursuing a less orthodox way of
investigating this contemporary issue in accounting.

1.3

Asking for directions: The research questions posed

The principal aim of this study was to examine how accountants perceive
fairness in the workplace.

As such, the primary research question

addressed in this thesis is:

How do accountants
workplace?

perceive

fairness

in

the

and, to focus on the views of rural and regional accountants, this study
investigates:

How do rural and regional accountants perceive
fairness in the workplace?
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In probing the importance of workplace fairness, and recognising the
uniqueness of individuals who choose to pursue a career as public
accountants, the following related research questions are also reflected on:

As a person matures personally and professionally in
their career, does their view of fairness change?
Is gender still a significant barrier to promotion to
senior management in small and mid‐sized firms for
female accountants?
Are perceptions of organisational justice influenced by
the mindset a person holds? and
What role does cultural identity play in shaping justice
perceptions for migrant accountants working in
Australia?
Although the Researcher has not quantified the conclusions drawn from
the data collected, the issues raised within the ambit of these research
questions were ubiquitous in the opinions and experiences shared by the
participants. Consequently, the insights and reflections put forward in
Chapter 6 have salient implications for the usefulness and application of
current theoretical understandings of organisational justice in the selected
research setting, as well as for human resource management practices in
the wider commercial accounting domain. Investigating the impact of
cultural integration and individual differences, together with increased
female participation in the accounting workplace, has also yielded
potential new lines of enquiry for future organisational justice researchers.

1.4

Justifying the research journey

Beugre (1998) cited three incentives for enhancing our knowledge of
organisational justice. Firstly, while organisational justice is omnipresent in
organisations (see Cropanzano & Greenberg, 1997; Folger & Cropanzano,
1998; Jepsen & Rodwell, 2012; Blanchet, Magista, & Perret, 2013), it often
goes unnoticed unless there is a significant violation or an individual or
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group of individuals express their unhappiness.

Secondly, it is widely

accepted that an organisation's most valuable assets are its employees
(see, for instance, Holden, 1993; D'Angelo Fisher, 2005; Sweeney & Boyle,
2005; Cherrington, 2006; and Harris & Illes, 2008), and key performance
drivers, such as employee motivation, pride in their work, and commitment
to the values of the firm, are indelibly shaped by the assessments people
make regarding workplace fairness. Lastly, knowledge and skills are highly
regarded qualities in Australian society. However, if an employee feels
their knowledge and skills are not appreciated or are undervalued, a sense
of being unfairly treated may be triggered and negative reactions, such as
counterproductive behaviour, tendering their resignation, or even leaving
the profession, can occur. In addition to the reasons offered by Beugre
(1998), heightening organisational justice awareness can help to create a
positive workplace environment where employees are willing to accept
potentially unfavourable outcomes or procedures because of an intrinsic
belief in the fairness of the organisation as a whole.

Despite these justifications, the review of the literature undertaken to
support this study revealed a profound paucity of prior studies in the
organisational justice field that examined multidimensional viewpoints
within the accounting profession, and even fewer scholarly studies were
unearthed that explored fairness as a whole of workplace issue in the
smaller firm setting in rural or regional Australia. While providing valuable
insights into organisational justice concerns, the studies reviewed
addressing fairness within the wider accounting community concentrated
largely on the more dominant accounting firms (e.g., the Big 4) or single
entities in Westernised countries, and primarily adopted positivist
approaches and quantitative methodologies. In addition, the findings of
prior studies have most often been presented in an aggregated form,
relying on inferential statistics to verify a priori hypothesises and the large
samples used conceal idiosyncrasies in the data (Ponterotto, 2005),
thereby silencing the voice of the individual. However, by looking beyond
the metrics traditionally found in organisational justice research, the less
9

orthodox approach used in this study has produced powerful, polygenic,
and contextualised understandings of the research issue, and offers a
deeper appreciation of the socially constructed and experienced realities as
lived by the research participants.

One third of Australians live in rural, regional, or remote areas (Australia
Council for the Arts, 2012), and small and mid‐sized businesses are a major
generator of jobs across all industries in the private sector, thus playing a
leading role in supporting these communities (Davies, et al., 2009). Data
published by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (2010) brings to the fore
the vital contribution that small and mid‐sized businesses make to the
Australian economy. In 2006, these businesses accounted for about forty‐
six per cent of Australia's gross domestic product (GDP) and, in 2007,
provided employment for approximately forty‐two per cent of the
Australian workforce. However, these businesses do not work in isolation,
and a finding from a recent large‐scale research project (Carr, et al., 2010b)
indicates that the majority of smaller businesses in country areas engage
the services of a local public accounting practice, citing personalised service
and the level of expertise as the main reasons for working with a local
accounting firm. Therefore, small and mid‐sized businesses, which includes
the majority of public accounting firms Australia‐wide (Australian Bureau of
Statistics, 2003), are a significant and important sector of the national
economy and are fundamental to the livelihood of many Australians.

Nevertheless, despite the importance of smaller businesses to the national
economy, researchers often overlook rural, regional, and remote areas.
Additionally, it should not be assumed that small and mid‐sized firms,
which represent the majority of firms in country Australia, are just 'scaled
down versions' (Alam & Nandan, 2010, p. 464) of their larger
counterparts7, but represent a distinct subset of firms within the
accounting profession.

7

As such, the Australian public accounting

See Table 2.1 in Chapter 2 for an overview of the characteristics typical of small business.
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profession, with emphasis on rural and regional practitioners, was chosen
as the setting for the investigation of organisational justice, recognising
that little work has been previously conducted in this setting and that
country accountants are an under‐represented group of professionals
(Ciccotosto, et al., 2008; Alam & Nandan, 2010; Carr et al., 2010b). As
such, adopting a qualitative methodology within a constructivist paradigm
provides an opportunity to showcase, individually, the valuable and
important contributions made by country accounting firms and gives a
stronger voice to those accountants living and working in rural and regional
Australia; voices which are seldom gathered together for a wider audience
to hear.

In the remainder of this chapter, key qualities of this study are explained.

1.5

Contribution of the research

By examining how well existing theory reflects the lived‐through
experiences of the research participants, and by considering the usefulness
of current theoretical understandings of workplace fairness as applied to
the Australian accounting profession, the current study makes a significant
and original contribution to the organisational justice repository. Further,
this study also reflects on, and offers extensions to, the application of these
theories and conceptual frameworks.

Although there is an extensive body of research under the organisational
justice banner, organisational justice is not a widely used term outside of
the academic community and, therefore, this label is open to
misinterpretation. There is also a distinct possibility that prior studies and
constructive conceptual thought may be overlooked (or remain
undiscovered) by future researchers investigating fairness in the workplace
because the nexus between fairness and organisational justice is rarely
explicitly published. However, the research presented in this thesis is one
of the few studies to focus on the accounting profession that explicitly links
11

organisational justice theories and concepts to everyday fairness issues in
the organisational setting. In addition, while industry‐specific jargon and
acronyms are part of professional life, using everyday phrases to connect
with participants and readers of this thesis opens up the insights and
reflections to a wider audience who may not otherwise fully comprehend
how important organisational justice is.

Several studies reviewed as part of Chapter 2 described limitations
observed in prior research that are germane on a methodological level. For
instance, Harlos and Pinder (1999) pointed out that much of the prior work
on organisational justice has assumed the concepts of justice and injustice
are diametrically opposed. Further, these authors noted that by excluding
controversial and/or emotional aspects, what makes an interaction,
outcome, or process unjust has received much less attention than the
traditional justice norms, and advocated further qualitative inquiry to
reduce this disparity. This recommendation includes field studies (like the
one described in this research portfolio) to publicise the array of
experiences encountered by real people (as opposed to 'what if' studies
involving student populations and contrived scenarios) to further the
theoretical and applied understandings of what makes a workplace fair.

Another outcome of this study is the insight gained from unearthing
information about common fairness issues within small and mid‐sized
accounting firms in rural and regional locales and comparing these
observations with the existing research, which is predominantly set in the
large firm context. Assuming small and mid‐sized firms are, in effect,
'scaled down versions' (Alam & Nandan, 2010, p. 464) of the Big 4
accounting firms fails to appreciate the distinguishing features in terms of
client base and client relationships, breadth of services, community
involvement, and market influence that smaller firms represent (Baard &
Watts, 2005, 2007). The recognition of possible departures in theoretical
and practical understandings of fairness issues in the smaller, rather than
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the large firm setting is, therefore, yet another distinguishing feature of
this research.

Unlike most prior organisational justice research that has focused on the
people who are on the receiving end of justice judgements (Beugre, 2007),
this study presents a broader vista of the research issue by including
employees and employers, as well as human resource professionals
employed by public accounting firms. Gathering such different viewpoints
is a form of triangulation by providing a different voice (Patton, 2002),
which brings into focus the bigger picture and broadens the organisational
justice horizon ‐ a course of action that further sets this research apart
from other mainstream organisational justice studies.

Yet another contribution of this study is the provision of comparative
information as a backdrop for future studies set in the smaller firm setting.
While this research investigates and reports on the views and experiences
of Australian accountants, organisational justice researchers may find
important similarities or differences within this study that should be taken
into account when investigating similar populations, both nationally and
internationally, especially when delving into attraction, retention, and
succession planning within the public accounting sphere.

In addition to making a significant and original contribution to
organisational justice thought and theory, this thesis augments
professional practice and policy by delving into fairness issues within
Australian accounting workplaces and by retelling the stories shared by
people working in or who have worked in the profession. One practical
contribution of this study is that it adds to contemporary awareness of
employee sensitivity to unfairness and provides some indications of the
intensity and types of perceived unfairness that make professional
employees decide to take action, such as tendering a resignation. The
provision of information with the potential to aid principals and managers
in alleviating the cost burdens associated with employee recruitment and
13

retention reinforces the value of this thesis to professional practice and
policy.

Accounting firms are also traditionally very private, and principals of these
firms may feel affronted if directly presented with unfavourable feedback
from employees (Tarrant, 2006).

Likewise, employees may feel

uncomfortable giving candid criticism, particularly if they envisage that
voicing their opinion may jeopardise their career opportunities. As such, a
further practical application of this study is to provide principals and
managers with an alternative source of feedback and firsthand accounts
about common fairness matters within accounting firms so that they can
reflect on their own management practices and the way they interact with
their staff.

Finally, the research presented in this thesis offers insights and reflections
into contextual aspects that have important policy implications for the
professional accounting bodies and legislators, particularly in relation to
attracting accountants to pursue careers in public practice in rural and
regional Australia, in addition to ensuring the sustainability and future
success of these often marginalised and under‐resourced communities.

1.6

Constructivism and the research roadmap

Accounting as a social phenomenon is not a new construct (Humphrey &
Lee, 2004; Gaffikin, 2006a) and the belief in, and acceptance of, multiple
workplace realities implies that knowledge and understanding are not fixed
but are space, time, context, and emotionally shaped. In addition, the
career pathways of accountants are rarely static, instead tending to be
stepped and amenable to change (Chudzikowski & Mayrhofer, 2011). Like
accounting, fairness is a social concept rather than a definitively
measurable process (Degoey, 2000; Society for Industrial & Organizational
Psychology Inc., 2003).

Therefore, inquiry should not be rigid or

constrained (as with scientific methods and brute empiricism), but be
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naturalistic in approach, 're‐presenting' (Gibson & Brown, 2009, p. 110)
what is real in the minds of those being studied.

Consequently,

constructivism was the appropriate lens through which to delve into and
expound the manifold realities inhabited by Australian accountants in
relation to workplace fairness.

Although constructivism was the paradigm of choice, trying to define
constructivism in a succinct manner is fruitless as this exercise calls for a
detached and unprejudiced explanation and goes against the ideals and
values that constructivism champions. Instead, Schwandt (1998) aptly
portrayed the constructivist paradigm as 'a wide‐ranging eclectic
framework' (p. 242). Accordingly, another way of apprehending what is
real is to be cognisant of, and sympathetic towards, how accounts of reality
are constructed by others and, as the receiver of these stories, be acutely
aware of how you translate these compositions (Potter, 1996).

Further, constructivism, as a research framework, was congruent with the
way the Researcher made sense of reality, which is essential for a strong
research design (Mills, Bonner, & Francis, 2006). Taking a constructivist
approach also offered the greatest scope to add value to the existing
organisational justice tome and to expand the knowledge bank relating to
best professional practice and policy in the unique setting of the Australian
public accounting domain. However, as custodian of the stories shared,
the Researcher is not an impassive 'reporter of another's experience'
(McCormack, 2000, p. 312) but, rather, a passionate narrator who has been
intricately woven into the storyline by retelling the lived‐through
experiences of her research participants.

This fresh way of seeing

recognises that this piece of constructivist research represents a chorus of
value‐laden voices and that the research participants, as well as the
Researcher, have made value judgements.

Selecting new research sites (for instance, rural, regional, and remote
communities in Australia) and comparing the findings with previous
15

research is a form of theoretical sampling (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), and is in
keeping with a qualitative methodology and the exploratory nature of the
research questions posed. As the intent of data collection was to collect
content‐rich and contextually specific data, a 'purposeful' (Patton, 2002, p.
273) approach to attracting potential participants was utilised, coalescing
in several distinct, but harmonious techniques. Advantage was also taken
of social media and proactive networking opportunities to appeal to
potential participants and to gain insight into factors publicly expressed by
accountants as being important to them in relation to fairness in the
workplace.

Audio‐recorded, semi‐structured telephone interviewing (conversations
that doubled as data collection interviews) was the primary method of data
collection. Bringing together the lived experiences of the participants and
finding meaning within the conversations occurred concurrently, and
continued to the stage of theoretical saturation (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), at
which point the spirit of the events and opinions shared began to reoccur
and no new or obscured themes were detected. At the point of theoretical
and thematic saturation, forty‐four interviews (representing the views of
forty‐five participants) had been undertaken.

Some of the initial physical boundaries set for this research project, such as
only interviewing accountants with experience in rural or regional small
firms, were later expanded to include both country and city‐based
accountants regardless of the size of the firm, migrant accountants
employed in Australia, and human resource professionals employed by
pubic accounting firms. The rationale for, and value of, extending the
reach of the project is detailed in Section 3.3.1 and 3.4.1.1 of Chapter 3 and
is in keeping with the 'purposeful' (Patton, 2002, p. 273) approach used to
facilitate the capture of vivid and contextually explicit data.

This

broadening of the scope also had positive consequences and resulted in
additional participants responding that might not otherwise have done so
because of their geographical location or their commercial experience.
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Further supporting this change, it was also essential that the research be
informed by the themes and ideas emanating from the data analysis
process rather than constrained by rigid selection criteria or restricted by
the findings from prior studies.

To refine the research plan further following the pilot study, a visual
research roadmap was drawn up (Figure 1.1).

Research perspective
Constructivism
Ontology
‐ what is real?
What I believe is
real may not be
what others
believe is real

Epistemology
‐ how do I know?
I know what is
real because I ask
people to tell me
what is real

Methodology
Qualitative
Method

Organisational
justice theories

Possible extensions to
the organisational justice
knowledge base

Embedding the themes
in the broader
organisational justice
discourse

Viewing the emergent
themes within the
context of social practice

Fig. 1.1

Prior research
findings

Identifying
a priori themes

Collecting personal
accounts, oral
histories, and
archival data

Information and
opinions from the
professional
domain and the
popular press

Concurrent
interviewing and
data analysis

Discovering
themes
Finding meaning
between the lines

The research roadmap developed by the Researcher

This roadmap illustrates the investigative loop developed and draws
attention to the organic nature of the research methodology by illustrating
how organisational justice theories, the scholarly literature in relation to
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fairness concerns, and the information from the professional domain and
the popular press were exploited to identify common fairness issues.
These a priori topics operated as a scaffold to further flesh out latent and
emergent themes from the transcripts using thematic and simple discourse
analysis techniques.

This Figure (1.1) also shows how the rich and

contextualised conversations were captured, unravelled, and redistilled to
provide promising extensions to the current body of organisational justice
knowledge, and to re‐present8 the narrative through the ears and eyes of
the Researcher. To uphold the research methodology, this thesis contains
a comprehensive record of the application of the research roadmap and
provides detailed guidance on how the subsequent insights and reflections
were made.

1.7

Insights and reflections

Engaging participants in personal conversations yielded a wealth of data
encompassing many facets of fairness and organisational life. By focusing
on the richness and contextual nature of the data collected and by drilling
deeper into the stories told by the research participants, power and bias,
either alone or in coalescence, emerged as central themes underlying
perceptions of fairness in the Australian accounting workplace. While the
initial review of the prior literature had revealed numerous fairness
aspects, the pervasiveness and potency of power and bias in perceptions of
fairness for accountants was not anticipated. Although not a new finding
in organisational justice research per se, power and bias stood out as key
fairness drivers in this research setting as a result of the constructivist
approach taken, and this approach also highlighted aspects of
organisational justice that were interrelated in ways not encompassed by
extant theory.

8

See Gibson and Brown (2009, p. 110).
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At the heart of this study is the desire to articulate how Australian
accountants internalise fairness, and to flesh out the catalysts behind
feeling (un)fairly treated in the organisational setting and that generate
(un)happiness in the workplace.

In adopting a constructivist research

design, the narrative presented in this thesis retells the stories of ordinary
accounting

professionals

and

examines

how

well

contemporary

organisational justice theories represent their lived experiences and
realities. However, no attempt has been made to quantify these opinions
and experiences or to delineate or measure various degrees of (un)fairness
(i.e., zero tolerance, acceptable violations, pretty fair, too fair, and so
forth). Additionally, while this document exposes how the participants
formed perceptions of fairness, the Researcher has purposefully refrained
from passing judgment on the rightness or wrongness of the views held.
The methodological boundaries set relating to the underlying ontological
and epistemological stance taken, together with the scope of the methods
employed, are explained in detail in Chapter 3, while the defining qualities
of this research project that have given rise to specific limitations and
delimitations are considered in Section 6.4 of Chapter 6.

The Table (1.1) shown on the following page provides an overview of the
insights and reflections drawn from the data collected, and which form the
thrust of Chapter 6. Notwithstanding the significance of power and bias in
how perceptions of fairness are shaped, a somewhat unexpected but
encouraging discovery was that most participants who had chosen a career
in public practice felt the profession, as a whole, was 'pretty fair'.
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Research question
How do accountants
perceive fairness in the
workplace?
How do rural and
regional accountants
perceive fairness in the
workplace?
As a person matures
personally and
professionally in their
career, does their view
of fairness change?
Is gender still a
significant barrier to
promotion to senior
management in small
and mid‐sized firms for
female accountants?
Are perceptions of
organisational justice
influenced by the
mindset a person holds?

What role does cultural
identity play in shaping
justice perceptions for
migrant accountants
working in Australia?

Research insights
Power and bias, either alone or in concert,
underlie perceptions of fairness in the
workplace for Australian accountants.
While some fairness issues were industry‐
wide, many rural and regional participants
believed they faced additional challenges
and felt professionally disadvantaged when
they compared themselves to their city‐
based colleagues.
As a person matures personally and
professionally in their career, the way they
interpret and react to fairness issues often
changes, but how they change cannot be
predicted because the reasons for doing so
are particular to each individual.
The choices individuals make, rather than
gender per se, shape career advancement
opportunities, particularly for female
accountants in small and mid‐sized firms in
rural and regional Australia.
The mindset a person holds is instrumental
in how that individual perceives fairness in
the workplace. However, an individual's
mindset is not a discrete observation but a
multilayered and dynamic way of seeing
which is readily open to change.
For migrant accountants, the dominance of
their first cultural identity in shaping fairness
perceptions in the organisational setting
diminished, but was not extinguished, the
longer the participant had worked in
Australia, regardless of the accounting field
in which they were employed.

Tab. 1.1 Key insights in relation to the research questions
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1.8

Research(er) integrity

Throughout the research journey, particular attention was paid to
upholding procedural research quality.

As a qualitative study, quality

criteria such as credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985) were used to guide the Researcher and to frame
the research presented in this thesis. How the procedural quality of this
research project has been secured is described in detail in Section 3.6 of
Chapter 3. In addition to the theoretical and practical objectives, this
research also sought to be ethically informed. To achieve this end, the
research described in this document complies with the requirements of the
Charles Sturt University Human Research Ethics Committee under protocol
number 2009/152, dated 13 October 2009, a copy of which is included as
Appendix 7.1.1)9 10.

While this statement is necessary for rule compliance, what is more
important is the Researcher's commitment to upholding the principles this
statement represents within the wider context of her own personal
integrity. For the Researcher, personal integrity is not just being polite and
well mannered, abiding by the law, upholding professional codes of
conduct, and meeting research conventions, but also involves a personal
conviction to do what is right (Shaw & Barry, 2004, writing on Kant's sense
of duty) and 'living a good life' (Aristotle, 384‐322 BCE).

This chapter, and the chapters that follow, reflect the Researcher's
intellectual contribution to the scholarly knowledge base and the wider
accounting and business communities.

In doing so, the Researcher

recognises that intellectual capital is more than the mere gaining of
knowledge, but the product of knowledge, talent, effort, and morality and,
if any one element is missing, the net effect is zero (Harris & Illes, 2008). In

9

In force at the time of submission of this thesis (Appendix 7.1.2 and 7.1.3).

10

Ethical considerations relating to data management including storage, security, and
subsequent destruction are included as Appendix 7.1.4.
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addition, the Researcher is also acutely aware that it is only with positive
morality that her intellectual capital can add value to society.

1.9

Thesis structure

This doctoral thesis is presented in eight chapters, including this
introductory chapter, which sets the scene for the research project and the
chapters that follow. Chapters 2 through 6 are the heart and soul of this
research project, while Chapter 7 provides supporting documentation as
appendices and Chapter 8 acknowledges the contribution of others in the
form of a traditional list of references.

In keeping with a qualitative study crafted within a constructivist paradigm,
the traditional thesis chapter headings have been replaced with chapter
headings composed to reflect the interpretivist character of the research.
Table 1.2 links the chapter headings used in this thesis with those
traditionally found in PhD texts.

Traditional
chapter
headings

Chapter headings in this thesis

Chapter 1

Introduction

The road ahead

Chapter 2

Literature
review

Touring the fairness landscape

Chapter 3

Methodology
and method

The researcher's guide to the road less
travelled

Chapters
4&5

Findings and
analysis

Chapter 6

Discussion and
conclusions

Insights and reflections

Chapter 7

Appendices

Supporting documentation

Chapter 8

Reference list

Acknowledging the contribution of others

Power: A theme of significance
Bias: A theme of significance

Tab. 1.2 Summary of chapter headings in this thesis
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The tour of the fairness landscape presented in Chapter 2 provides a
comprehensive, but not exhaustive, review of the literature relevant to the
primary research question: How do accountants perceive fairness in the
workplace? and articulates how the secondary research questions were
distilled. Chapter 2 begins with an outline of organisational justice theory
development and weaves into the discussion the qualities that make an
individual unique, then ties the relevance of these individual qualities into
how fairness perceptions are formed and informed. The review then
continues by zeroing‐in on specific factors related to workplace fairness in
the Australian context before spotlighting prior research studies
investigating fairness issues that are relevant to the accounting field and,
more specifically, to Australian accountants.

The researcher's guide to the road less travelled (research methodology) is
presented in Chapter 3. This chapter describes, in detail, the philosophical
perspective embraced and the research design employed. Chapter 3 is
further expanded by providing a thorough account of how the views
expressed by the research participants were captured, collated, and
explored, before documenting how research procedural quality was
achieved and preserved.

Chapters 4 and 5 showcase the experiences and opinions shared by the
research participants, and represent the essence of how fairness in the
workplace is perceived by accountants in Australia, particularly in the rural
and regional setting. Notwithstanding the plethora of potential research
foci unearthed whilst touring the fairness landscape (Chapter 2), two
central themes, 'power' and 'bias', emerged as themes of significance from
the data.

These themes, individually or in unison, encapsulated the

breadth of fairness concerns and experiences related by the participants.
Further, these analysis chapters draw attention to the veracity and
magnitude of the fairness issues communicated and, together, these two
chapters amplify the often‐unheard voices of country accountants.
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To conclude this research project, Chapter 6 provides insights and
reflections on the analysis chapters (Chapters 4 and 5), describes possible
extensions to the organisational justice knowledge vault, and highlights
where enhancements and refinements can be made to professional policy
and practice and future accounting research endeavours.

An

acknowledgement of the limitations and delimitations of this study is also
included as part of this chapter. In addition, avenues for future research
directions are proposed. Chapter 6 concludes with an introspective look at
the Researcher's personal and professional development and reveals her
innermost thoughts on the PhD research journey.

In the chapters that follow, how accountants perceive fairness in the
workplace in the Australian context is presented.
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2

Touring the fairness landscape

2.1

Chapter itinerary

In this chapter, the academic literature together with the information and
opinions published in the professional domain and the popular press
relating to organisational justice are assessed, focusing in particular on the
aspects of this literature specifically related to public accounting11. By
exploring both the theoretical foundations as well as the practical aspects,
this descriptive review positions the research topic of fairness in the
workplace and its importance to Australian accountants within its relevant
commercial and professional contexts. Further, the insights and reflections
drawn from this review galvanised in the Researcher's mind the
importance of investigating how accountants perceive fairness in the
workplace in the Australian setting, and motivated her to tell the
'important and compelling stories that often go unheard and are behind
and beyond the "numbers" of accounting practice' (Highfield & Bisman,
2012, pp. 16‐17).

To begin the tour, this chapter opens by looking at what fairness in the
workplace implies, and although the organisational justice knowledge base
has advanced, there continues to be no one single definition of fairness in
the workplace. In acknowledging this multiplicity of understandings, this
chapter outlines two common but opposing views in defining
organisational justice. The opposing schools of thought presented are
those of social scientists and ethical philosophers. However, the more
socially constructed (Berger & Luckmann, 1966) definition of organisational
justice best connects with the ontology and epistemology that underpin
the paradigm selected for this study, and complements the qualitative
techniques chosen for data capture and interpretation12. As such, the
constructivist approach taken in this study provides a fresh interpretation;
11

Appendix 7.2.1 provides a concise account of how informative literatures from the
academic and professional spheres, as well as the popular press were identified,
synthesised, and brought together.
12

See also Section 3.2 'About the research platform' in Chapter 3 for further support for
this choice of definition.
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an interpretation that is atypical to the way fairness in the workplace is
presented in many of the studies reviewed in this chapter. This approach
marries with the observations that constructivist research generally relies
on the use of qualitative data collection and analysis methods (Mackenzie
& Knipe, 2006) and, more fundamentally, that qualitative research itself is
best undertaken and understood through application of the tenets of the
constructivist worldview (Flick, 2004).

Initially, distributive justice, embodied by equity theory and the application
of the equity norm, dominated early organisational justice research.
However, as noted by Garland and Judd (1978) and numerous other
scholars (for example, Pearce & Peters, 1985; Greenberg, 1987; Huseman,
et al., 1987; Kabanoff, 1991; Lutz, 2001; Cropanzano & Rupp, 2002;
Lawrence, 2004; and Velasquez, 2006), norms other than the equity norm
may be preferred depending upon the situation faced. In light of these
alternative norms, this chapter proceeds by reflecting on the nature of
various norms commonly associated with organisational justice in the
Australian environment.

By the late 1970s, researchers had begun to investigate the impact that
organisational procedures (formulation and application) have on
perceptions of fairness. This second dimension of organisational justice is
referred to as procedural fairness and, by the late 1980s, a third dimension,
that of interactional justice, had also emerged.

Interactional justice

focuses on the significance of personal interactions in addition to the
substance and flow of information in the organisational setting. Together,
these three dimensions represent an 'integrative wave' (Greenberg &
Colquitt, 2005, p. 9) of organisational justice awareness.

Although the research described in this thesis is theoretically informed and
grounded in existing knowledge, there is also an explicit focus on
enhancing business practice. As such, Chapter 2 also presents an appraisal
of familiar qualities that make an individual unique and outlines how these
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attributes might shape perceptions of fairness in the workplace. While
there are many characteristics that contribute to making an individual
unique, differences relating to age, gender, mindset, and cultural identity
are specifically considered.

In recognising the importance of the individual, a distinguishing feature of
this research project is that it champions the views held by employees and
employers of smaller public accounting firms (views that are not always
visible in larger quantitative studies), along with the opinions of human
resource professionals employed by these firms. To provide background to
these personally held views, this tour of the fairness literature summarises
some of the issues faced in the general recruitment environment in
Australia together with identifying those aspects that relate directly to the
public accounting profession where perceptions of fairness are a critical
factor. To complete this tour, a selection of research relevant to the public
accounting profession and aspects of organisational justice, including
Australian studies, is examined.

2.2

What is organisational justice?

According to Beugre (1998), Jerald Greenberg, a noted organisational
ethics and justice researcher, was the first to use the term 'organisational
justice' (in 1987), though he was not the first researcher to investigate the
importance of fairness in the workplace. Although embraced by justice and
ethics scholars, the term 'organisational justice' is relatively discipline‐
specific and is not a commonly heard phrase within the wider business
community.

Today, there are two generally accepted schools of thought concerning
organisational justice – the school of social scientists and the school of
ethical philosophers (Folger & Cropanzano, 1998). Social scientists accept
that an outcome, action, or interaction is fair because that is how it has
been perceived, whereas ethical philosophers take a normative view
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(Binmore, 1998) by attempting to set minimum standards of fairness to
guide organisational decision‐making. In this vein, Beugre (2007) offered
the following normative definition:
Organizational justice encompasses the rules and norms in
organizations that govern how outcomes should be
allocated, the procedures that should be used to make
decisions, and how people should be treated interpersonally
(p. xii).
A more socially constructed (Berger & Luckmann, 1966) description was
provided

by

Folger

and

Cropanzano

(1998),

who

summarised

organisational justice as:
… the conditions of employment that lead individuals to
believe they are being treated fairly or unfairly (p. xii).
In the latter interpretation, organisational justice includes perceptions
about the results of organisational decisions, the methods used to make
these decisions, and the impact these decisions have on the various
stakeholders (Saunders & Thornhill, 2004). In addition, 'employment' is
more than just the employer/employee relationship, but involves all
stakeholders within the wider employment vista.

A principal distinction between these two definitions is that Beugre (2007)
advocated a prescription for enforcing workplace fairness, while Folger and
Cropanzano (1998) focused more on the appreciation of fairness in the
organisational setting. Notwithstanding the difference in opinion, a mutual
deficiency is that both definitions are silent about what being fair or unfair
is. While there is no one single definition of organisational justice, most
scholars agree that at its core is the perception of fairness13. However,
despite some commonality, what individuals deem as fair can vary widely
(Binmore, 1998; Folger & Cropanzano, 2001), as such, 'different minds can
reach different conclusions on what fairness requires' (Nicholls, 2000, p. 1).
13

By way of examples, see Adams (1963), Leventhal (1980), Beugre (1998), Cropanzano,
Byrne, Bobocel, and Rupp (2001), Lam, Schaubroeck, and Aryee (2002), Greenberg (2004),
Sweeney and Boyle (2005), Tekleab, Bartol, and Liu (2005), and Gilliland (2008).
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Expanding the organisational justice knowledge base is important for a
number of reasons (Beugre, 1998).

Firstly, organisational justice is a

pervasive, but often unnoticed force in organisations today (see, for
instance, Cropanzano & Greenberg, 1997; Beugre, 1998; Folger &
Cropanzano, 1998; Jepsen & Rodwell, 2012; and Blanchet, Magista, &
Perret, 2013). Second, it is also widely accepted that an organisation's
employees are its most valuable asset (Holden, 1993; Findlay, 2003;
D'Angelo Fisher, 2005; Sweeney & Boyle, 2005; Cherrington, 2006; Beugre,
2007; Harris & Illes, 2008; Davison, 2011), and impressions of fairness
strongly influence an employee's performance and commitment to the
organisation and its goals.

Further, knowledge and skills are highly prized attributes in society and, as
accountants better appreciate their rights and obligations as professionals,
become more aware of employment options and alternatives, and mature
in their careers generally (Anderson‐Gough, Grey, & Robson, 1998, 2000,
2001), they seek employment that acknowledges, values, and rewards
their skill and expertise. Consequently, these individuals may no longer be
willing to stay with an employer whom they feel treats them unfairly.
People today are also more discerning in their career choices (recent
articles dealing with career choice include: Inkson & King, 2011; Mueller,
Carter, & Ross‐Smith, 2011; Almer, et al., 2011, 2012; Cullen & Christopher,
2012; Dambrin & Lambert, 2012; and McGinn & Milkman, 2012) and, in
addition to the traditional extrinsic reward expectations, expect to be
treated fairly and with dignity. Nonetheless, what one individual considers
as appropriate behaviour and in keeping with a civil and dignified society,
may not be the same for other individuals (Hughes, 2012).
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Figure 2.1 highlights some of the workplace aspects impacted by
understandings of fairness, and while this list is not exhaustive, the graphic
is the Researcher's representation14 of the pervasiveness (Cropanzano &
Greenberg, 1997; Folger & Cropanzano, 1998; Blanchet, et al., 2013) of
organisational justice in the workplace setting, and lays the foundation for
the conceptual framework on which this research is constructed.

Work Flow

Resource Planning

Organisational
Structure

Communication

Group Dynamics

Organisational
Culture

Motivation

HRM Policies

Leadership

Management Style

Examples of workplace aspects

Pervasiveness
of fairness
issues

Organisational Justice
Fig. 2.1

Pervasiveness of organisational justice

Although the initial question of 'what is organisational justice?' remains
only partly answered, this brief account brings to mind numerous social
constructions of what fairness can be, and the existence of such multiple
interpretations of fairness is a cornerstone of this research study. Despite
what undergraduate courses for business students infer, organisational
justice represents a suite of theories that continues to evolve, adapt, and
mature (Shapiro, 2001). However, for pragmatic and practical reasons
(probably similar to those embraced by undergraduate course developers),
the research presented in this thesis takes into account only a small, but
influential, subset of the organisational justice corpus.

2.3

Dimensions of organisational justice

Scholarly thought into organisational justice has been (and continues to be)
polyphonic and multidimensional.
14

Greenberg and Colquitt, in their

Drawn from the Researcher's personal experience (past and present), and through the
critical review of findings and opinions expressed in the academic and professional
literatures.
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Handbook of Organizational Justice (2005), provided a comprehensive
historical account of the development of organisational justice and
described three dimensions: (1) distributive justice; (2) procedural justice;
and (3) interactional justice.

Together, these dimensions form the

'integrative wave of organisational justice' (Greenberg & Colquitt, 2005, p.
9), and how this model is actualised within the workplace is portrayed as
systemic (in)justice (Sheppard, Lewicki, & Minton, 1992; Harlos & Pinder,
1999). Although debate continues as to the exact number of distinct
dimensions, distributive justice, procedural justice, and interactional justice
are recognised as central themes within the organisational justice
construct (Bies, 2005).

2.3.1

Distributive justice

Early work on organisational justice focused primarily on the quantum of
rewards and benefits distributed, and while concern for fairness can be
traced back at least to the time of Plato and Aristotle (Shaw & Barry, 2004),
contemporary concern for the fairness of the quantum distributed is
credited to work published in the 1960s by J Stacy Adams (Bies, 2005).
Adams' (1963) initial work measured the perceived fairness of a given
monetary reward and, having been cited extensively, is considered by
many scholars to be a seminal contribution to the understanding of
exchange fairness (for instance, see Leventhal, 1980; Greenberg, 1990;
Folger & Cropanzano, 1998; Hoffman & Kelley, 2000; Lam, et al., 2002;
Bonache, 2005; Parker & Kohlmeyer, 2005; Beugre, 2007; Gilliland, 2008;
Brown, Bemmels, & Barclay, 2010; Barsky, and Kaplan, & Beal, 2011).

Adams' (1963) model is commonly known as equity theory, and the
distribution of rewards, resources, and punishments using this model is
referred to as the application of the equity norm. Under the equity norm,
individuals (most commonly employees) compare their inputs with a
relevant other individual or group of individuals15. Comparisons may also
15

Adams (1963) coined the term 'referent‐other' to denote this comparative individual or
group of individuals.
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be made with a previous position the individual held, with a position the
individual currently holds, or with a position to which the individual
aspires. When equity theory was first proposed, the available information
about potential referent‐others was often quite limited and/or outdated,
however, the internet and portable electronic devices now provide
relatively cheap, quick, and easy access to an abundance of dynamic
information, and these new communication channels also allow for more
detailed comparisons and almost instant feedback.

Nevertheless, the

additional and timelier information now available can be a hindrance, as
some sources are of dubious origin, which can result in suboptimal
decision‐making.

According to equity theory, after making a comparison, an individual forms
an opinion about the fairness of the distribution (outcome) they have
received for their contribution (input) to the organisation. Adams (1963)
noted that the values placed on inputs and outcomes by the employee and
the employer could result in differing levels of perceived (un)fairness. This
incongruence has been referred to as a 'values gap' (Lee, Ke, Ng, Tian,
White, and Walters, 2006, p. 26) or, more simply, as 'unmet expectations'
(Porter & Steers, 1973, p. 152). These expectations are similar to Vroom's
expectancy theory (Ambrose & Kulik, 1999), in that effort by an individual
is linked to performance recognition, recognition of good performance
results in greater rewards, and the rewards received are valued by the
individual receiving them. While attempts have been made to develop a
working equity formula, Alessio (1980) argued that these attempts have
fallen short of their objective. In light of this remark, and as the focus of
this study is on the qualitative nature of fairness in the workplace rather
than on attempting to measure fairness, further examination of these
equity equations has not been undertaken.

In line with equity theory (and expectancy theory), an important
observation about the nature of an input is that for an attribute, quality,
skill, or personal effort to be an input of relevance, it has to be recognised
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by, and be of value to, both parties to the exchange. For example, an
employee may possess a specific technical qualification which he or she
feels is valuable, however, if the employer has no need for this
qualification, then it is irrelevant to the current exchange. Conversely, if an
employer sees potential in an employee, but the employee has yet to
recognise this potential then, barring any exploitation, this too is irrelevant
to the current exchange.

The same assumption is applicable to the

outcome of an exchange. That is, an outcome has to be recognised by, and
be relevant to, the giver and the receiver in order to be considered an
outcome of value.

Equity theory (Adams, 1963) focuses on results in terms of valued rewards,
however, other aspects, including the fairness of punishments or negative
outcomes (such as the allocation of boring work and micromanagement),
can also be partially explained by equity theory (Folger & Cropanzano,
1998). While equity theory can account for both positive and negative
outcomes, Adams (1963) indicated that although individuals appear equally
sensitive to the same levels of fairness (or unfairness), fairness and
unfairness are not equally perceived. Meaning that, a person who feels
under‐rewarded should perceive greater unfairness than someone who is
over‐rewarded by an equal amount.

Equity theory has been studied extensively, and although the results of
early laboratory experiments support equity theory (for example, Radinsky,
1969; Messe, Dawson, & Lane, 1973; Austin & Walster, 1974; Greenberg &
Leventhal, 1976), Carrell and Dittrich (1978) noted that the findings of field
studies had been less supportive16. Clarifying this point, Ambrose and Kulik
(1999) reasoned that subsequent research had generally supported equity
theory's predictions for under‐reward, but the results had been less
16

Most general research texts include an outline of experimental and/or field research
(for instance, Cavana, et al., 2001; Ryan, Scapens, & Theobald, 2002; Gray, 2004;
Silverman, 2005; Veal, 2005; Cooper & Schindler, 2006; Berg, 2007, or Schwandt, 2007).
For an overview of some of the specific challenges and benefits of organisational justice
field research from a researcher's perspective see Lopez (2009), and for a review of
laboratory experiments in accounting from the 1970s see Swieringa and Weick (1982).
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conclusive when predicting over‐reward behaviours, and this assertion is in
keeping with the suggestion that fairness and unfairness are not perceived
equally.

Despite the importance of equity theory to the organisational justice
knowledge base, one of the limitations of early equity theory research is
that experiments relied heavily on samples of convenience, which may
have led to incorrect conclusions. For instance, Greenberg and Leventhal
(1976) and Garland and Judd (1978) used undergraduate psychology
students as research participants.

Although promoted as voluntary,

participation fulfilled a course requirement and this may have skewed the
results.

Soliciting the assistance of students (or family, friends, and

colleagues) takes advantage of established networks to garner participants
(Buchanan, Boddy, & McCalman, 1988), and close relationships can lead to
incorrect assumptions, which affect the quality and subsequent usability of
the research. It is also possible that such opportunistic research was
conducted primarily to meet publication quotas17 and, therefore, may have
overlooked the importance of accurately reflecting the realities of, and the
challenges faced by, real people doing real work in the real world (an
omission that this Researcher has sought to avoid).

The preceding discussion provides a brief critique of equity theory. While
this theory and the application of the equity norm dominated early
organisational justice research, subsequent investigators found that other
distribution

norms

were

often

preferred,

depending

upon

the

circumstances faced.

17

There is an extensive body of work (including Australian government policy ‐ see, in
particular, Dawkins, 1988) that directly links university funding with research publication
in Australia and overseas (for instance, DeGroot, McMahon, & Volkwein, 1991; Penington,
1998; Abbott & Doucouliagos, 2003; Campbell & Guttel, 2005; Singh, Han, & Harreveld,
2006; Ville, Valadkhani, & O’Brien, 2006; Cantwell & Mathies, 2012; and Whalley & Hicks,
in press).
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2.3.1.1 Distribution norms other than the equity norm
Norms (normative expectations and social standards) provide guiding
principles for the distribution of scarce resources, as well as for the
allocation of benefits and punishments (Cropanzano & Greenberg, 1997;
Binmore, 1998; Fischer & Smith, 2003). A number of researchers, including
Garland and Judd (1978), Pearce and Peters (1985), Greenberg (1987),
Huseman and his co‐investigators (1987), Kabanoff (1991), Lutz (2001),
Lawrence (2004), and Velasquez (2006) have argued that allocation norms
other than the equity norm may better describe the objective of each
participant to an exchange. These norms include, but are not limited to,
needs, equality, reciprocity, and profit maximisation. These distribution
norms are highlighted in this review because of their particular relevance
to Australian workplace relations and legislation.

i.

Need ‐ from an employment perspective, those employees with
greater need receive additional assistance and benefits. Leventhal
(1976) described this norm as being socially responsible, while
Velasquez (2006) equated this norm with a type of Marxist
socialism.

Examples of distributions using the needs norm in

Australia include social welfare programs such as unemployment
benefits and family assistance initiatives. Financial support was
also offered to businesses affected by drought and the equine
influenza outbreak, and, more recently, disaster relief has been
provided to assist individuals and businesses affected by natural
disasters such as bushfires and floods (government assistance that
has directly benefited many clients of country accounting firms).
Likewise, sick leave and bereavement leave, which are part of
Australia's industrial relations laws, are distributed on a needs
basis.

ii.

Equality ‐ this norm operates to distribute rewards and benefits
equally to all employees regardless of their individual inputs or
need. Other names for equality are parity (Greenberg, 1987) and
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egalitarianism (Velasquez, 2006).

Kabanoff (1991) noted that

where 'enjoyable social relations' (p. 418) are sought out, the
norm of equality is usually the preferred method of distribution.
An example of the equality norm in Australia is the application of
the Modern Awards system under the Fair Work Act 2009. While
this system recognises increasing levels of skill and expertise
across a class of employees, no distinction is made to compensate
an individual for the personal application (intensity of effort) of his
or her skills or knowledge.

A second example is the equal

opportunity laws of the various Australian States, which aim to
protect an individual's right to equal employment opportunity and
to eliminate, as far as possible, all forms of discrimination.

Equality is often also associated with the promotion of equal
rewards and benefits between the sexes whereby males and
females should be paid equally for the same work (see, for
instance, Smithson, Lewis, Cooper, & Dyer, 2004; Lunn, 2009; Hall,
Shatkin, & Hegewisch, 2012). However, some scholars (such as
Shaw & Barry, 2004) have argued that it is difficult to measure
what constitutes the same work when other intrinsic inputs, such
as loyalty and commitment, are taken into consideration18.
Compatible with this point of view, Sweeney and McFarlin (1997)
found that males and females differed in their levels of
commitment to an organisation based on their perception of
organisational justice. However, this assertion assumes females
begin work with lower commitment levels than their male
counterparts, rather than erosion of commitment due to
workplace factors occurs during their tenure. An example of a
workplace factor may be the impression of preferential treatment
by a manager towards a male employee, which creates job

18

This employee‐worth expectation gap can lead to females being paid less than their
male counterparts (an illustration of 'sticky floors', see Booth, et al., 2003, p. 295).
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dissatisfaction and ultimately results in less commitment by the
female (and other male) employees who feel aggrieved.

Support for this contrasting explanation can be found in a survey
by the Australian Institute of Management (2006) that reported
one in four respondents felt their manager did not treat everyone
equally, and the most common reason given was perceived gender
bias in favour of males.

Although Metz and Simon (2008)

questioned these types of gender bias allegations in their study,
they ultimately conceded that women probably were not
overstating the pervasiveness of gender bias, nor were they
making exaggerated or misleading claims. As gender equality is a
mainstay of Australian industrial relations, gender‐related bias is
probed further in Section 2.4.2 of this chapter.

iii.

Reciprocity ‐ assumes that the receiver in an exchange feels a
need to repay the individual, group of individuals, or entity that
helped them, with this desire being strong in many dealings (Scott
& Colquitt, 2007). Reciprocity is an underlying concept of modern‐
day industrial relations, ranging from an arm's length transaction
concluding with a 'fair day's work for a fair day's pay' (Rousseau,
Sitkin, Burt, & Camerer, 1998, p. 399), as is expected in an
equitable exchange, to a highly productive ongoing employment
arrangement based on mutual respect, trust, and shared
commitment to the organisation's goals.

The concept of reciprocity is similar to Blau's (1964) definition of
social exchange in that individuals are assumed to act positively
and voluntarily in anticipation of the rewards and benefits that
such actions are expected to, and often do, bring to the individual.
This explanation describes reciprocity from a positive perspective,
however, reciprocal actions can also be negative, such as
retaliation (Fehr & Gachter, 2000). The norm of reciprocity is also
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explained to some extent by equity theory in that over‐reward can
encourage the over‐rewarded individual to increase their inputs to
equalise the unfair situation (assuming they believe the situation
is unfair).

From the standpoint of the giver, reciprocity was

demonstrated in experiments conducted by Greenberg and
Leventhal (1976), revealing that, generally, adults believe over‐
reward or prepayment of a reward are effective methods to
improve employee performance and motivation, with the result
being the employee reciprocating with positive behaviours.

In addition to monetary rewards, other benefits, such as flexible
working conditions, can invoke aspects of the reciprocity norm.
For instance, an Australian study into telework found evidence to
suggest that both male and female employees in organisations
where telework was offered expected their teleworking colleagues
'to make an extra effort for the privilege of teleworking'
(Whitehouse, Diamond, & Lafferty, 2002, p. 260). In this example,
peer pressure was exerted to ensure that teleworkers
reciprocated appropriately, with this representing a potent
enforcer of workplace fairness (at least from the standpoint of the
non‐teleworkers)19. Regardless of the motivation of the parties
involved, many factors may influence the desire to reciprocate and
some of these concepts are explored in more detail as part of the
discussion on mindset in Section 2.4.3.

iv.

Profit maximisation ‐ the norms of equity, need, equality, and
reciprocity can be rationalised based on some degree of mutual
exchange fairness.

However, profit maximisation is rooted in

economic rationality (Cropanzano & Rupp, 2002) and assumes
opportunistic behaviour (Finkelstein & Peteraf, 2007). That is, the
19

Further background information regarding reciprocal transactions is provided by
Mailath (1998), Fehr and Gachter (2000), Nowak, Page, and Sigmund (2000), Almer, et al.
(2003), Nowak and Sigmund (2005), Telser (2005), Kennelly and Fantino (2007), Keysar,
Converse, Wang, and Epley (2008), and McLean Parks, Ma, and Gallagher (2010).
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employee and/or the employer are primarily concerned with
maximising their personal outcomes without consideration for the
inputs or outcomes of others. This interpretation is often equated
with the winner‐takes‐all concept (Hafer & Olson, 2003) and game
theory (DeGeorge, 1995).

Other labels for this norm are

competition (Pearce & Peters, 1985), justified self‐interest (Lind &
Tyler, 1988), and the capitalist perspective (Velasquez, 2006).
While profit maximisation is most often associated with
commercial enterprise, the recent Global Financial Crisis exposed
profit maximisation, in the form of greed, fraud, and unethical
behaviour by individuals, even within Australian organisations
(Gilliland & Anderson, 2011; Drew & Drew, 2012; Gill, Luijerink, &
Bell, 2013). More commonly, profit maximisation followed by
negotiated settlement is often visible in many of the unionised
demands debated in Australian workplaces20.

Identifying the appropriate norm or norms to apply is one of the many
decisions that employers make. Figure 2.2 illustrates this decision process
and its link to the emergent conceptual framework applied in this doctoral
research.

Distributive
Justice

Organisational Justice

Fig. 2.2

Equity
Need
Equality
Reciprocity
Profit maximisation

Distributive justice and associated norms

20

For a synopsis of trade unionism and the nexus to industrial relations demands in the
Australian context, see Kornfeld (1993), Waddoups (2005), Weller (2007), Cooper and
Ellem (2008), and Bramble (2008).
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Although discussed as discrete concepts, norms need not be applied
exclusively (Leventhal, 1976). By way of illustration, and assuming that the
two employees are performing the same role, an employer may elect to
give a fixed bonus amount plus a percentage of salary based on
performance to the lower paid employee, but only a percentage of salary
based on performance to the higher paid employee. Such a two‐tiered
system invokes the equality norm in that it attempts to reduce the
disparity in salaries between the lower and the higher paid employee and
also uses the equity norm to determine the quantum of bonus based on
performance. In this illustration, equality appears restored. Giving a fixed
amount to lower paid employees can also be rationalised using the needs
norm because lower paid employees may find it more difficult to meet
basic living requirements and, therefore, have greater need. In relation to
norm preference, it is worthy of note that individuals who are task‐
oriented, such as accountants, have been found to prefer distribution
norms that allocate to maximise overall productivity and efficiency
(Kabanoff, 1991; Schell & DeLuca, 1991; Hull & Umansky, 1997)21 and, from
an Australian perspective, different norms are used depending upon the
situation and the circumstances faced (as can be seen in the examples
given earlier in this section).

Even though there is a lack of solid support based on the findings from
prior field studies (Carrell & Dittrich, 1978; Ambrose & Kulik, 1999), the
equity norm (Adams, 1963) still forms the basis for the pay‐for‐
performance paradigm. The pay‐for‐performance model is considered a
cornerstone of contemporary human resource management practices in
most Western societies (O'Neill, Hartnell, & Clark, 1988; O'Neill, 1995; Agle
& Caldwell, 1999; Frey & Osterloh, 2005; Chang & Hahn, 2006), and is the
predominant and generally accepted method of reward in Australian public
21

The assumption that accountants are task‐orientated may well be mistakenly reinforced
through male stereotyping (Morley, 2010), the continued male‐dominance of the
profession (Strachan & Barrett, 2006), the high level of regulation and strict external
deadlines (Gaffikin, 2006b; Wines, et al., 2013), and the nature of accounting work
traditionally associated with public practice, such as compliance and assurance (Parker,
2001; Evans, Burritt, & Guthrie, 2012) ‐ a potential area of interest for future researchers.
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accounting firms today. Interest in pure equity theory may have waned
(Greenberg, 1987), but its prior widespread dominance and acceptance by
both the professional and academic communities makes equity theory and
the alternative distribution norms an appropriate starting point in
understanding the concepts underpinning organisational justice in the
Australian context. However, contemporary organisational justice research
goes beyond the fairness of the distribution by incorporating the fairness of
the system (procedural justice) and fairness in interpersonal dealings
(interactional justice) to create a multidimensional organisational justice
framework (Ambrose & Kulik, 1999).

2.3.2

Procedural justice

The perceived fairness of the system, which includes the formulation and
application of human resource management policies, budget applications,
and general management decisions, is known as procedural justice
(Thibaut & Walker, 1975; Leventhal, 1980). Procedural justice can be
further subdivided into objective procedural justice and subjective
procedural justice (Lind & Tyler, 1988) to assess how closely a procedure
reflects a given normative view (objective), and to gauge the ability of a
procedure to heighten an individual's perception of fairness (subjective).
For instance, a process that is deemed unfair is more likely to generate an
unfair distribution, at least in the mind of the receiver (Folger &
Cropanzano, 1998). Likewise, in the absence of any obvious unfairness of
the procedure, individuals are less likely to question the fairness of the
process if the outcome is considered fair (Beugre, 2007), and individuals
are more likely to view a decision as fair if they have participated in the
decision‐making process (Wesolowski & Mossholder, 1997; Lau & Lim,
2002). Participation in the process can also motivate an individual to keep
working towards the organisation's goals even when faced with an
unfavourable personal outcome (Lilly & Virick, 2006; Pinn, 2007).
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Leventhal (1980) summarised how an individual assesses the fairness of
the application of a procedure into six rules. Although Leventhal (1980)
used the term 'rules', which has normative connotations, he noted that
individuals may selectively apply a rule or rules and may prefer different
rules at different times, even though the circumstances may be similar.
Leventhal's (1980) rules are:

i.

Consistency rule ‐ involves the consistent application of a process
across all individuals over time. The larger an organisation, the
more likely it is to be mechanistic22 in nature, and have well‐
defined procedures that are consistently applied. However, in
smaller organisations a more organic23 approach is often taken, so
there is more leeway for a procedure to be applied differently in
each situation. Although procedural flexibility may result in a
more customised outcome, employees rewarded under one
procedure may later feel unfairly treated if the same procedure is
applied slightly differently and, so, appears to be more favourable
to others currently being rewarded. Further, when organisational
procedures are not formally documented, as is often the case in
smaller organisations, sensitivity to inconsistencies is likely to be
magnified.

Equally, more of something (i.e., procedural

consistency) may not always deliver greater fairness ad infinitum.
For instance, absolute adherence to procedural consistency may
be seen as draconian bureaucracy by failing to recognise
employees as individuals (Gilliland, 2008), thereby exacerbating
unfairness rather than eliminating it.

ii.

Bias suppression rule ‐ forbids personal self‐interest and any
allegiances. Conflicts of interest, real or perceived, must also be
resolved and prudent business practices be implemented. Despite

22

Characterised by centralised authority, rigid rules and procedures, specialised task
allocation, and bureaucratic and impersonal management practices.
23

Generally featuring decentralised authority, rule and procedural flexibility,
collaboration, adaptation, and more personable management practices.
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these safeguards, alleged bias is often difficult to overcome,
particularly when there is a strong personal friendship between
one employee (or a group of employees) and their manager.
Similarly, internal controls, such as the separation of duties, are
more difficult to put into practice in smaller firms simply because
of the size and composition of the workforce and the
management structure (i.e., owner‐operated).

The relational or group value model (Lind & Tyler, 1988; Tyler &
Lind, 1992) is also likely to be strong in the smaller firm. This
model presumes that individuals seek out social acceptance, and
being a member of a preferred group brings important intrinsic
rewards. On the downside, team members become acutely aware
of the outcomes, benefits, and treatment by others that each
individual receives, and apparent inequitable treatment implies
that an individual is not worthy of membership to that group (Lind
& Tyler, 1988). Further complicating bias suppression, justice
motive theory (Greenberg, 1987) holds that an individual assessing
the deservingness of a friend (or colleague) is more likely to
consider the needs of the friend (or colleague) more closely than
they would if the relationship was distant. As such, perceptions of
bias are likely to be stronger when employees are drawn from
family and friends, rather than from unrelated sources.

iii.

Accuracy rule ‐ requires procedures to be based on informed
opinion and factual evidence.

Information used must be

complete, relevant, and free from error and exhibit the features of
completeness and objectivity for appropriate performance
measurement systems (as proposed by Lawler & Rhode, 1976).
From a manager's perspective, this means not jumping to
conclusions and listening to both sides of the story before making
a considered decision, as well as being transparent and open when
appraising employees. To enhance accuracy further, it is also
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imperative to use a performance management system that is
appropriate to the nature of the organisation and its operating
environment (Baard & Watts, 2007).

The accuracy rule also

applies to the process of gathering information.

Important

safeguards associated with this rule include the accountability of
the people involved and formalised record keeping (which is also a
legal requirement contained in the Fair Work Regulations 2009).

iv.

Correctability rule ‐ ensures there are opportunities to have
decisions overturned if errors in the process are exposed. An
appeals process, such as a formal grievance procedure, is an
example of the correctability rule in action. It is also important
that the other rules not be violated during any appeals process.
However, similar to the bias suppression rule, being seen to
address grievances impartially may be difficult to achieve in the
smaller firm setting in light of the closeness of the relationships.

v.

Representativeness rule ‐ requires the allocation process to take
into consideration the wishes and concerns of all the relevant
stakeholders. Ensuring censorship does not occur and allowing
minority groups and individuals to give their opinions are
examples of the representativeness rule being applied. By way of
example, the allocation of annual leave during school holiday
times can invoke the representativeness rule. The granting of
annual leave is a decision that can create the impression of
unfairness if requests for annual leave during these popular
times24 from parents without school‐age children and non‐parents
are not duly considered. Although vigorous democratic discussion
may ensue, accommodation of all wishes and requests is
potentially more difficult in the smaller firm setting given resource
constraints and external demands.

24

For instance, in New South Wales, the school holiday break between Terms 2 and 3
coincides with the early part of the snow skiing season.

44

vi.

Ethicality rule ‐ demands the procedures match the personal
moral standards of the individual or group of individuals involved.
For instance, an individual with strong beliefs about privacy may
perceive organisational procedures that intrude into their
personal space as unfair, regardless of the legal right of the
employer to make that intrusion.

One such example is the

monitoring of personal email traffic and social network access via
company equipment during work time. Likewise, some employees
may feel that they should still be allowed to smoke cigarettes in
the office. Although the ethicality rule promotes concern for the
individual, legal requirements25, resource constraints, and other
external factors may take precedence over the personal moral
beliefs of the employee (Leventhal, 1980).

The relative importance of each rule may vary depending upon the
circumstances faced, and Leventhal (1980) suggested that despite the bias
suppression rule, individuals are more likely to place greater importance on
the rules that are beneficial to their own outcomes; suggestive of an
element of self‐interest. Further, depending upon the distribution norm
preferred, an individual is likely to favour the procedural rule or rules that
are compatible with their preferred distribution norm.

By way of

illustration, Casper, Weltman, and Kwesiga (2007) proposed that
employees who access, or are likely to access, family‐friendly workplace
policies tend to view these policies as fair, while employees who do not
intend to use these policies are more likely to judge them as somewhat
unfair.

A similar finding was made by Campbell and McDonald (2009) who
reported that Australian accountants who accessed telework believed their
organisation was fairer than did their non‐teleworking colleagues (for
further elucidation on this form of fairness bias, see Liebrand, Messick, &
25

Such as the Workplace Surveillance Act 2005 in New South Wales and, nationally, the
Smoke‐free Environment Act 2000.
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Wolters, 1986). While family‐friendly workplace policies are available to all
employees (i.e., allocated equally), in reality, these policies (for instance,
childcare leave) are approved based on need (Casper, et al., 2007). Such
recognition of inequality often then becomes a source of perceived
unfairness and highlights the existence of inconsistencies between the
expressed and actual application of distribution norms in the workplace (in
that, for instance, only some employees are entitled to childcare leave).
Whilst strict adherence to Leventhal's (1980) rules might be an ideal goal,
the practicalities of public accounting practice and the nature of small
business (see Table 2.1) may constrain their actual implementation,
particularly in the smaller firm setting and/or in rural and regional locales.
Figure 2.3 shows how Leventhal's (1980) rules fit into the organisational
justice model and the emerging research framework.

Fig. 2.3
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Leventhal's six rules of procedural justice

In addition to the six rules, Leventhal (1980) asserted that the structure of
the procedure is also important to fairness perceptions.

Structural

components include the ground rules and mechanisms that exist to change
a procedure (not just an outcome) if the procedure is found to be out‐of‐
date or inappropriate.

Selecting the agent (or agents), or who is to

formulate and apply the procedure, is also an important structural
consideration, denoting the importance of the human element.
Notwithstanding these procedural rules and structural considerations, it is
ultimately an individual or group of individuals that make the final decision
and this is a key reason why interpersonal relationships cannot be ignored
when investigating organisational justice.
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2.3.3

Interactional justice

The third dimension of organisational justice is that of interactional justice.
A common interpretation of interactional justice is the degree to which an
employee feels that they have been treated with dignity and respect, but
this interpretation implies a unidirectional relationship from employer to
employee and not vice versa. However, interpersonal relations, such as
the way an employee and their manager interact, exchanges between
colleagues26, and the level of trust throughout the organisation and its
wider networks, are also elements of interactional justice (Cropanzano,
Prehar, & Chen, 2002; Luo, 2007). In addition to personal interactions, the
timeliness and adequacy of explanations, together with the flow of
information, are also part of the interactional justice dimension (Colquitt,
Conlon, Wesson, Porter, & Ng, 2001).

There has been much debate about whether interactional justice should be
investigated as part of procedural justice, treated as a separate dimension
of organisational justice, or further subdivided into interpersonal justice
and informational justice (Colquitt & Shaw, 2005).

This latter view

separates the personal relationships from the flow of information within
the organisation, and Figure 2.4 shows this elucidation.

Fig. 2.4
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As well as clients, the professional accounting bodies, the Australian Taxation Office,
various regulators, and other associated stakeholders.
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Even though it can be argued that it is appropriate to identify procedural
and interactional justice separately, it is important to note that these
dimensions are also inextricably linked, and this link has been identified as
a possible weakness of investigating procedural and interactional justice
independently, because there is potential overlap between the two
dimensions (Bies, 2005).

For instance, the perception of procedural

fairness is influenced by the level of trust an employee has in the person
making the decision (Robinson & Rousseau, 1994; Rousseau, et al., 1998;
Aryee, Budhwar, & Chen, 2002; Dolan, Tzafrir, & Baruch, 2005; Hartmann &
Slapnicar, 2009).

From an organisational perspective, trust is the

expectation that an individual (or group of individuals) will not act
opportunistically against another, and a crucial element in mutually
beneficial employee/employer relationships.

In expanding the concept of trust further, some researchers (including
Rousseau, et al., 1998; Saunders & Thornhill, 2004) have declared that trust
goes beyond not acting opportunistically, but also embodies an
expectation of favourable or positive treatment.
boundaries

between

distributive

justice,

interactional justice become blurred.

This is where the

procedural

justice,

and

For instance, in progressive

organisations, interactional justice encompasses the level of professional
friendship one expects from their manager and the expectation that their
manager has brokered the best deal possible for the employee in terms of
job scope, role responsibility, monetary rewards, and benefits. This is an
important consideration, particularly in Confucian‐based cultures such as
those in China, Hong Kong, and Singapore (Kim, 2001; Silverthorne, 2005;
Buckley, Clegg, & Tan, 2006; Lu, 2011), where the manager is often looked
upon as the father (or mother) of the organisation and with this status
comes the expectation that the employees will be looked after as if they
were the employer's children. This respected paternal/maternal status
follows the principle of filial piety, which is the Confucian doctrine of love
and respect for one's parents and ancestors (Lee, 1996; Velayutham &
Perera, 1996).
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In Western cultures, the concept of filial piety is similar to the psychological
contract as it forms part of the unwritten understanding of what the
employee and employer expect from the work relationship (Rousseau,
1995; O'Neill, Krivokapic‐Skoko, & Foundling, 2007). Although Eastern and
Western cultures may be quite different, there are striking similarities
when it comes to expected human resource management, and this has
important implications for policy and practice in light of Australia's
multicultural workforce.

Kilbourne and O'Leary‐Kelly (1994) stressed that in order to develop
management practices that are appropriate to a multicultural workforce, it
is necessary to understand how individuals from different cultures perceive
fairness and, when unfairness is felt, to anticipate how these individuals
might react. However, one of the criticisms of research into organisational
justice to date is that it has been primarily focused on Western cultures
(Aryee, Wyatt, & Ma, 1991) and, therefore, reflects predominantly
Western values. To help overcome this limitation, many investigators
(including Kilbourne & O'Leary‐Kelly, 1994; Lam, et al., 2002; Stedham,
Yamamura, Taylor, & Nelson, 2002; Chang & Hahn, 2006; Fischer et al.,
2007) have included cultural identity, together with other individual
differences in their investigations, and the Researcher has done likewise in
the current study27.

In this section, three dimensions of organisational justice have been
explored, and while this body of scholarly thought provides the foundation
for enhancing fairness in the workplace, many aspects of organisational
justice would be irrelevant if not for the uniqueness of the individuals that
make up the organisation.

27

There are also likely to be socio‐cultural differences between people raised in rural
areas compared to those raised in urban environments, an area of interest that has
generated much scholarly research (for instance, Tonts, 2005; Alston, 2006; Harvey, 2007;
Sutherland Holt, 2009; Blacklow & Whitford, 2010; and Mundy, 2011).
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2.4

What makes an individual unique?

Traditionally, the study of individual differences has been undertaken as a
branch of psychology, however, the significance of individual differences to
other areas of study, such as organisational behaviour, makes individual
differences an important research theme. Further, individual differences
are at the heart of workplace diversity and have important implications for
how employees can best be developed and inspired.

While every individual has some characteristics that are the same or similar
to other individuals, variations in and combinations of attributes come
together to make an individual unique (Kluckhohn & Murray, 1953).
Although an analysis of the full spectrum of individual differences is
beyond this review, the attributes of age, gender, mindset, and cultural
identity are individually highlighted because of their everyday familiarity,
topical and sometimes controversial nature, and for the potential
significance to the research topic of workplace fairness and the Australian
accounting profession.

2.4.1

Age

An individual's age is most commonly associated with birthdays and the
passage of time (Beers, 1995), however, chronological age is only one of
several ways in which an individual's age can be described. For instance,
biological age accounts for the natural changes that take place in the body,
such as puberty, as well as more subtle changes (e.g., wrinkles and going
grey). From an organisational justice perspective, factors such as excessive
workplace stress and dysfunctional interpersonal conflict may also hasten
the biological aging process.

How young a person feels is another

interpretation of a person's age, and this psychological construal of age
may bear no resemblance to how many birthdays a person has had or how
grey‐haired they have become.
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From a social viewpoint, an individual's age is often assessed with
reference to their position in society, and while this age distinction is also
linked to the passage of time, an individual's sociological age is typically
expressed in bands of years such as infant, teenager, and adult or, as in the
accounting profession, junior, intermediate, senior accountant, or partner.
Academic and social researchers28, as well as commentators in the popular
press29, also use monikers such as Baby Boomers, Gen X, Gen Y, and, more
recently, the Alpha Generation (denoting those born after 2010), to convey
a widely understood30, but socially constructed (Berger & Luckmann, 1966)
representation of an individual's age.

When discussing age, it is important to keep in mind that within day‐to‐day
discourse it is common for someone to refer to someone else as being
'younger' or 'older' relative to his or her own age. As such, the traditional
tone of 'When I was young …' or 'The young ones today …' does not
necessarily indicate that the opinion is made by someone who is middle‐
aged or nearing retirement, but that the choice of age descriptor is most
often anchored to the chronological or (perceived sociological) age of the
person making the comment. Even just a few years difference in age is
enough to invoke the 'young things' or 'old folk' descriptors.

An individual's sociological age has important implications for the current
study as it can be employed to characterise the rights and responsibilities
attached to citizenship within the organisation.

From an accounting

perspective, such rights and responsibilities may include increased client
contact, managing others, or rapid promotion, and the granting of rights
and responsibilities (as a form of reward) represent public recognition of an
individual's progression within the firm. How the concept of age, as an

28

Southwell and her colleagues (2006), Winter and Monroe (2006), Lindquist (2008),
Petroulas, Brown and Sundin (2010), Watt (2010), Mackay (2011), and Gelbart (2012).
29

For instance Staley (2011), Holroyd (2011), and Irvine (2012).

30

Traditionally, a Western society interpretation. For an overview of generational
characteristics within the accounting profession, see Petroulas et al. (2010).
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individual difference, fits into the emerging research framework is depicted
in Figure 2.5.

Fig. 2.5
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The above summary brings to light various ways by which age can be
construed (e.g., measured = number of birthdays, socially constructed =
Gen Y), and suggests chronological age is a less than perfect indicator of
how a person may ultimately apprehend fairness in the workplace.

In addition, there may be differences in generational preferences that are
important to recognise when assessing how fairness views are created. For
instance, recent scholarly research31 and discussion in the popular press32
continue to report how Gen Y's values and expectations in relation to
employment appear different from those of previous generations. Gen Y
employees are portrayed as expecting generous rewards and benefits as
soon as they commence work, but employers are reluctant to accede to
these demands. In the context of distribution norms, such a disparity in
expectations implies that employers will only commit to stimulating
employee motivation with over‐rewards once trust has been established
and, consequently, reciprocity comes with caveats. This interpretation also
suggests employment effort and commitment to the organisation may be
age group linked (Ang, Goh, & Koh, 1993; Newell & Wilkie, 2000; Choi &

31

Such as Aichinger and Barnes (2010).

32

See, for instance, Budd (2010), McQueen (2010), and Gelbart (2012).
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Shepherd, 2005; Moyes, Williams, & Koch, 2006; Evans, et al., 2012;
Standifer, Lester, Schultz, & Windsor, in press).

Another powerful example of differences in generational preferences
specifically related to organisational justice was reported by Hughes
(2012). In her article, Hughes described the systemic sexism and ageist
humiliations a young professional Gen Y female reported experiencing
during a two‐week internship. This young Australian female professional
scorned her older male colleagues for opening the door for her and for
allowing her to exit the lift first. Well‐intentioned acts of chivalry and
warm‐hearted gestures, that Baby Boomers and Gen X may embrace (and
willingly reciprocate), were perceived by this young woman as being totally
inappropriate and offensive behaviour. Even genuine attempts to help her
feel part of the group ended up making her feel discriminated against and
alienating her further. Coming to her defence, the renowned Australian
ethicist, Dr Leslie Cannold33, asserted that 'workplace behaviour that many
of us might describe as polite or friendly, may be completely foreign to
someone of [this woman's] generation' (Hughes, 2012).

The above example illustrates that what constitutes a civil and gracious
society is not a single unified belief, but is open to interpretation, and this
observation has important implications for how fairness in the workplace is
interpreted and acted out. As such, as a person matures personally and
professionally in their career, their appreciation of what is fair may alter.
On the other hand, their perception may remain static but subsequent
generations may take a different view of what constitutes workplace
fairness.

33

To find out more about the work of Dr Cannold, visit http://cannold.com/.
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In light of the potential for generational differences, and the varied ways in
which age can be expressed, the following research question is posed:

As a person matures personally and professionally in
their career, does their view of fairness change?
In addition to how individuals, in general, may differ in their reactions to
organisational justice events relative to their age, there is an established
body of research that recognises differences in the way males and females
deal with workplace fairness issues.

2.4.2

Gender

Although gender is an extensively researched and debated concept34, it is
important to delineate gender in terms of this research project. Gender,
when used collectively to denote male or female, can be biological in origin
or a socially constructed assessment.

In view of the constructivist

approach employed in this research study, gender symbolises the more
socially constructed (Berger & Luckmann, 1966) interpretation in that
someone is male or female because that is the gender they believe they
embody regardless of their underlying genetic makeup.

This

interpretation, however, excludes the assessment of masculine and
feminine traits that other individuals may ascribe to that person.

Previously in this chapter, reference was made to research findings that
suggested males and females differ in the way they assess fairness, as well
as the mindsets they hold with respect to job satisfaction and
organisational commitment (refer back to the norm of equality in Section
2.3.1.1). For instance, Greenberg and Leventhal (1976) found that females
were more inclined to over‐reward employees that were worried about not
meeting performance expectations, whereas males were more apt to use
over‐reward to motivate lazy employees to improve their performance.
34

Examples drawn from accounting research include Collins (1993), Kirkham and Loft
(1993), Fogarty (1996), Raffield and Coglitore (1998), Davidson, Douglas, and Schwartz
(2001), O'Neil, Morley, Bellamy, and Jackson (2001), Smithson, Lewis, Cooper, and Dyer
(2004), Hume and Smith (2006), Haynes (2008a&b, 2012), and Hall, et. al (2012).
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These researchers (Greenberg & Leventhal, 1976) also reported that males
placed more importance on achieving success than maintaining fairness,
and were more likely to violate the equity norm in order to get things
done, while their female counterparts valued fairness above success.

A decade later, Aranya and his colleagues (1986) reviewed numerous
studies that presented conflicting evidence on gender differences, but
concluded that female professionals in male‐dominated professions, such
as accounting, do tend to appear less committed to their organisations
than are their male colleagues. Subsequent studies (for instance, Sweeney
& McFarlin, 1997; and, more recently, O'Neill & O'Reilly, 2010) have also
reported that males and females differ in their level of commitment to an
organisation based on their perception of organisational justice and these
recurring patterns suggest that gender‐linked factors may guide career
aspirations and ambitions35.

Although the accounting profession in Australia is still male‐dominated
(Strachan & Barrett, 2006), particularly at the more senior levels, females
are increasingly making public practice a positive career choice.

In

recognising increasing female participation in the accounting profession,
the professional accounting bodies commissioned research into the
importance of gender to identify and address matters of importance to
women. For instance, in 2001, CPA Australia, in conjunction with RMIT
University, published a report on gender issues in the Australian accounting
profession (O'Neill, et al., 2001). While this report is now over a decade
old, subsequent research conducted by Windsor and Auyeung (2006)
confirmed the notion that social stereotyping, such as parenting being a
female responsibility, is still strong in today's society. This social reality is

35

Further insights into the socially constructed and gendered meanings of organisational
commitment are offered by Scott (1986), Calas and Smircich (1989), Casey, Brabeck, and
Nuttall (1995), Bradley (1999), Chiu and Ng (1999), Gherardil (1994), Howell, Carter, and
Schied (2002), Hammond (2003), Anderson‐Gough, Grey, and Robson (2005); Alston
(2006), Moyes, et al. (2006), Alvesson and Karreman (2007), DeGieter, Hofmans,
DeCooman, and Pepermans (2009), Gendron, Suddaby, and Qu (2009), Jepsen and
Rodwell (2012), Lupu (2012), and Ryle (2012).
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supported by their finding that female accountants, and mothers in
particular (in both Singapore and Australia), experienced significant
barriers to promotion to senior management.

This finding is further

supported by the sentiments reported by Lightbody (2008) who noted that
women often feel compelled to make limiting career decisions to
accommodate family obligations. In her study, Lightbody (2008) offered
the following illustration of the career sacrifices women often feel they
have to make:
... participants felt a kind of helplessness regarding the
domestic demands on their time ‐ that they were being
forced by their circumstances to make work decisions that
were not 'ideal' for themselves, but rather were intended
primarily to benefit others … However, the women were
very aware of these 'demands' and proactively sought work
solutions that enabled such demands to be met with
minimal or no impact on their employer, although they were
aware that there was a considerable impact on their own
careers or remuneration (p. 8).
Likewise, Ciccotosto, Nandan, and Smorfitt (2008) recounted how two
female accounting professionals in their study stated that even as senior
members of large accounting firms in Australia they felt 'sidelined by
gender issues' (p. 329). Similar gender stereotyping was also reported by
Kornberger, Carter, and Ross‐Smith (2010), Kornberger, Justesen, and
Mouritsen (2011), and Haynes (2012).

The above summary of pertinent research illustrates the gender‐bias
notion of the 'pink‐collar ghetto' (Howe, 1977; DiDio, 2009; Almer, et al.,
2012), which is an emotionally charged metaphor used to signify the
limitations some females encounter when juggling career aspirations and
family responsibilities. Other apparent obstacles to career progression,
particularly for women, are described by familiar metaphors including
'glass ceiling' and 'sticky floors' (Hull & Umansky, 1997; Still, 1997; Wooten,
2001; Kee, 2006; Brown, 2009; Johnston & Lee, 2011; Almer, et al., 2012;
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Cullen & Christopher, 2012; and Haynes, 2012)36. A further twist to the
apparent negativity frequently directed at women pursuing leadership
roles was described by Gatrell in her book Embodying Women's Work
(2008). Gatrell alleged that women are sidelined not only because of their
parenting responsibilities, but are also discounted if they do not have
children because childfree or childless women are seen as lacking empathy
and are, therefore, incapable of managing others37.

Although a bold

opinion, it goads the viewpoint that gender inequality remains a major
concern, particularly at senior management level.

However, not everyone believes that mothers are unfairly treated, but
actually see mothers (or other extended leave takers) as being too fairly
treated. Many contributors to the Sydney Morning Herald's online news
stories expressed strong views about taking time out from one's career to
start a family (or for whatever reason).

More specifically, the

overwhelming majority of contributors asserted that any adverse effect on
one's career (financial, promotion, or lack of career opportunities) was: (1)
justified; (2) being fair to others who do not take time off; and (3) should
be expected (for example, see the comments in response to Horin's 2011
article).

Gender‐related matters continue to be hotly debated topics and in view of
the persisting (although declining) male dominance of the public
accounting profession in Australia, particularly at the more senior levels,
and the reported differences between males and females in how they act
on organisational justice issues, gender is expected to be an important line
of enquiry in this thesis.

36

These gender‐specific metaphors are described in the 'Key meanings and
understandings' at the beginning of this thesis.

37

A very public example involved Australia's first female Prime Minister, Julia Gillard, (Day,
2012).
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As such, the following research question is posed:

Is gender still a significant barrier to promotion to
senior management in small and mid‐sized firms for
female accountants?
Figure 2.6 shows how gender‐related issues fit into the emerging research
model.
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Age and gender are concepts that are part of an individual's early
socialisation and are essential to how that individual learns to become a
member of a group38 (Anderson‐Gough, et al., 2002; Ryle, 2012). As an
adult, how an individual apprehends their work environment, and positions
themself within that group setting, is also anticipated to shape perceptions
of fairness in the workplace for Australian accountants.

2.4.3

Mindset

A key aspect of individuality, and integral to this way of making sense of
reality, is the mindset a person holds. A mindset represents a cognitive
orientation that forms from the interplay between individual differences
and external forces, and can signal how a person might act in a given set of
circumstances (Gupta & Govindarajan, 2002; Fujita, Gollwitzer, &
Oettingen, 2007). In simple terms, a mindset predisposes an individual or
group of individuals to a certain way of thinking and readiness to act.
38

Be that a two‐person dyad, part of a family group, a member of the wider global
community, or even as a valued employee of a public accounting firm.
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Mindsets are also shaped by expectations, past experience, and relevant
information, as well as the influence of others and, as such, mindsets can
change over time.

For example, a somewhat controversial mindset

(introduced in Section 2.4.2) that is starting to change, but is still visible in
Australian society, is the view that parenting is primarily a female
responsibility. Likewise, lifetime employment is now only expected by a
minority of employees, and this change in workplace expectation may alter
how committed an employee is to the firm and their views about what
fairness is (see Mugford, 2001 for an Australian perspective on this
mindset).

Closely linked to the mindset an individual holds concerning organisational
justice are the assessments they make regarding their organisation and
their colleagues. That is, how an individual recognises fairness within the
workplace will have a direct effect on how committed that individual is to
the organisation, their level of job involvement, and their job satisfaction
(Eisenberger, Huntington, Hutchinson, & Sowa, 1986; Stedham, et al.,
2002; Loi, Ngo, & Foley, 2006; Chan, Monroe, Ng, & Tan, 2008). It has even
been argued that the higher the level of perceived organisational justice,
the higher the level of job satisfaction and the less likely an employee is to
leave voluntarily (Brown, Dellaportas, & Hayes, 2005).

Considering the potential malleability of mindsets and the significance to
organisational justice perceptions, the following research question is
advanced:

Are perceptions of organisational justice influenced by
the mindset a person holds?
Although posed as a research question, the above statement goes to the
core of constructivism and represents a fundamental assumption made in
this doctoral thesis: what is real is constructed in the mind of the individual
(or the collective mind of the group) and these constructions are 'socially
and experientially based' (Guba & Lincoln, 1994, p. 110; see also Burr,
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2003). While there are many models that attempt to describe how an
individual apprehends organisational justice, the mindsets of equity
sensitivity, exchange ideology, and zone of tolerance are explored in this
review39.

2.4.3.1 Equity sensitivity
In addition to age and gender, other individual differences, such as an
awareness of, and reaction to, justice situations influence how an
individual recognises and experiences fairness in the workplace. In this
respect, a criticism of prior Westernised organisational justice research
(and equity theory in particular) is the assumption that all individuals are
equally sensitive to the same levels of fairness or unfairness. Further,
when applying equity theory, it is assumed that the action taken by the
individual will restore equity to an input/outcome ratio40 that is the same
as their referent‐other (Huseman, et al., 1987).

To overcome this

limitation, Huseman and his co‐authors (1987) posited that when
explaining sensitivity to fairness imbalances, three distinct types of
individuals (Benevolents, Equity Sensitives, and Entitleds) can be identified:

i.

Benevolents ‐ are individuals that seek to position their
input/outcome ratio lower than that of their referent‐other or the
other parties to an exchange. Although, King, Miles, and Day
(1993) subsequently suggested that benevolents are more
tolerant of, rather than having a preference for, this position.
From a gender standpoint, Sweeney and McFarlin (1997) found
that women tended to be more benevolent than their male
colleagues were.

39

When considering which mindset descriptors to include as part of the literature review,
the key factors considered were: (1) the adaptability of the descriptors to qualitative
enquiry; (2) the flexibility of the model to cover different facets of fairness in the
workplace and social situations in general; and (3) the complementary nature of the
underlying theory to the research questions posed.

40

Under equity theory, the opinion formed is referred to as the input/outcome ratio
(Adams, 1963; Bies, 2005).
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ii.

Equity sensitives ‐ these individuals are consistent with the
traditional equity norm as they seek an input/outcome ratio that
is equal to that of their referent‐other or other parties to an
exchange.

iii.

Entitleds ‐ these individuals seek to position their input/outcome
ratio higher than that of their referent‐other or other parties to an
exchange, and this position is consistent with the profit
maximisation norm.

However, Ambrose and Kulik (1999; see also Allen & White, 2002) argued
that research at that time had not been able to show any discernible
difference in responses to inequitable situations between the three groups
of individuals. These investigators also noted that prior organisational
justice research had failed to identify fully the standards that individuals
use to assess fairness in the workplace.

Subsequent investigators,

recognising the value of the equity sensitivity construct, have extended this
model on a theoretical level and operationally (including King, Miles, &
Day, 1993; Fok, Hartman, Patti, & Razek, 1999; Zellars & Kacmar, 1999;
Sauley & Bedeian, 2000; Chhokar, Zhuplev, Fok, & Hartman, 2001;
Wheeler, 2002; Mintu‐Wimsatt, 2003; Yamaguchi, 2003; Kickul, Gundry, &
Posig, 2005; Foote & Harmon, 2006; Scott & Colquitt, 2007; Davison &
Bing, 2008; Shore & Strauss, 2008; and Taylor, Kluemper, & Sauley, 2009).

Even with these theoretical and operational extensions, in considering the
views of these researchers, one conclusion that the Researcher has drawn
from the literature reviewed for the current study is that the equity
sensitivity model remains quite static. That is, it does not allow for changes
in circumstances or other factors that an individual may rely upon when
deciding how to respond to a particular situation. Further, there was little
recognition within the scholarly literature that an individual may readily
alter their equity sensitivity preference. For instance, an individual may
adopt an entitled position to reinforce their workplace persona, but
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present differing views in personal and social situations (for example, they
are benevolent towards their spouse, but to a neighbour they are
equitable). This observation has important implications, particularly in the
smaller firm setting where close relationships form, thereby masking the
distinction between work colleague, friend, and pseudo family. These
close relationships may partially explain why country accountants are more
giving of their time free‐of‐charge than their city colleagues are (i.e.,
country accountants may exhibit a greater tendency to be benevolent
because of the close personal relationships that they form with their
clients), a possibility that accords with the findings of Sawyer and Munn
(1998).

While the equity sensitivity labels are a good starting point, it is possible
that as an individual matures, personally and professionally, they move
between the equity sensitivity states depending upon the situation. Even
day‐to‐day experiences may result in differing fairness views regarding the
same situation or event over time. However, as noted in Chapter 1, much
of the research within the organisational justice field has primarily adopted
positivist approaches and quantitative methodologies and, as such, has
failed to capture appropriately the social nuances central to organisational
justice, and the importance of time and situational factors. In contrast,
interpretivist research generates personalised commentary into the social
structure and interpersonal behaviour of the population being studied and,
as a research paradigm, stands out as an alternative way of seeing the
equity sensitivity construct.

2.4.3.2 Exchange ideology
Exchange ideology is an alternative mindset model that investigates how
individuals react in justice situations where reciprocal exchanges are
expected, and has often been used to describe assessments of procedural
fairness (Eisenberger, et al., 1986; Scott & Colquitt, 2007) in the
organisational setting. In this model, individuals are deemed to have either
a strong or a weak desire to reciprocate (give in return) and, although there
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are many factors that may moderate or strengthen an individual's
exchange preferences, empirical studies have generally been supportive of
this mindset (Scott & Colquitt, 2007).

Somewhat contradicting this view, numerous investigators (including
Mailath, 1998; Nowak, et al., 2000; Telser, 2005; Kennelly & Fantino, 2007;
and Keysar, et al., 2008) have reported that an individual's propensity to
reciprocate is not fixed one way or the other. Further, the willingness to
reciprocate may alter depending upon the circumstances, prior experience,
and the individual's evaluation of who they are dealing with, implying that
there is no universal standard for reciprocating and, again, pointing
towards mindset elasticity. These conflicting findings also suggest that
exchange ideology is a higher‐order model with many factors funnelling
into either the 'strong' or the 'weak' classification. One such factor might
be cultural identity. For instance, exchange ideology has similarities to
Hofstede's (1980) individualistic/collectivist dimension in that individuals
from collectivist nations (such as those in the Asian region) that highly
value relationship building, are more likely to have a stronger exchange
ideology.

More generally, Eisenberger and his team (1986) found that individuals
with a weak exchange ideology are likely to be less concerned with fairness
in the workplace even when they receive unfair treatment. In contrast,
individuals with a strong exchange ideology should feel compelled to give
back an equal or greater amount, and these individuals are more likely to
have stronger opinions about organisational justice than individuals with a
weak exchange ideology are. This conclusion regarding strong exchange
ideology individuals may provide insight into why adults generally believe
over‐reward or prepayment is an effective motivator to produce positive
reciprocal behaviour (see, for instance, Greenberg & Leventhal, 1976).
Noting the reference to adults, Vecchio (1981) found that strong exchange
ideology in relation to over‐reward was also partly explained by moral
maturity and, in this context, there may be subtle generational differences
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(new graduate, manager, or principal) that compel some individuals to be
more giving of themselves to others.

2.4.3.3 Zone of tolerance
Individuals can also differ in how they react to extremes of organisational
justice (Gilliland, 2008).

Consistent with the observations of other

investigators (for instance, Jaques, 1961)41, Gilliland (2008) posited that
there is a zone of tolerance within which individuals will accept a certain
level of unfairness, but once that level has breached their zone of tolerance
a strong reaction is triggered42.

Gilliland (2008) also contended that

unfairness and fairness at the extremes are not equal, indicating that
instances of unfairness should be more readily recalled than instances of
being too fair, and also suggesting that reactions to different degrees of
fairness (or unfairness) may not always relate to a corresponding point on
the continuum. These rationalisations also imply that severe or extreme
experiences of perceived unfairness are more important, and the desire to
correct the perceived imbalance is stronger the further the experience is
from the outer limits of the zone. Gilliland (2008) also assumed that
perceived extreme unfairness is more important and invokes a stronger
reaction than apparent extreme fairness; an assumption that is in keeping
with the predictions of equity theory (Adams, 1963), but which may not
accurately reflect a reality.

The type and intensity of the emotional response is also likely to be
different at the two extremes. For instance, Austin and Walster (1974)
noted that extreme over‐reward may result in an individual experiencing
mild feelings of guilt, while being only moderately under‐rewarded may
result in strong feelings of anger and dissatisfaction. Interestingly, Folger
and Cropanzano (1998) purposefully ignored feelings towards over‐
payment such as guilt, as they were 'no longer of great interest' (p. 8).
41

See, also, the service quality literature ‐ Teas and DeCarlo (2004), Yap and Sweeney
(2007), and Cavana, Corbett, and Lo (2007).
42

Beugre (2007) referred to this trigger point as the 'justice threshold' (p. 5), and noted
the similarities that the justice threshold has with prospect theory.
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However, in the aftermath of the most recent Global Financial Crisis, the
fairness of executive salaries is again being questioned and decisive action
has already been taken by the Australian government to restrict executive
remuneration (Morrow & Limnalong, 2011). The Honourable Kevin Rudd,
MP, when he was the Australian Prime Minister, asserted that 'the greed
and extreme capitalism, under which exorbitant pay packets flourished, are
at the heart of the financial turmoil now sweeping the globe' (Australian
Associated Press, 2008).

Not surprisingly, greed is rarely self‐

acknowledged, but is easily recognised as a form of selfish behaviour
attributed to others (Gilliland & Anderson, 2011), and such public vocal
outbursts against other people often have a pejorative objective (in
addition to the opportunity for political and personal point scoring in the
public domain).

The above commentary explores the mindsets of equity sensitivity,
exchange ideology, and zone of tolerance as part of what makes an
individual distinct.

Figure 2.7 (shown overleaf) incorporates these
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The foregoing discussion of individual differences illuminates the important
roles that age, gender, and mindset play in the formation of fairness
perceptions in the workplace, however, no study of organisational justice
can be considered complete if it ignores the effect that cultural identity has
on how these perceptions are developed (Greenberg, 2001).
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2.4.4

Cultural identity

There is a wealth of research (employing differing frameworks) indicating
that an individual's cultural identity strongly influences how that person
perceives a situation, especially in today's multicultural workplace (for
examples, see Aranya, et al., 1986; Ang, Goh, & Koh, 1993; Sweeney &
McFarlin, 1997; Lam, et al., 2002; Beugre, 2007; or Chiang & Birtch, 2007).
Within this study, cultural identity simply represents the country and/or
culture that the participant identifies with43.

One of the most frequently applied frameworks is that of Hofstede's (1980)
cultural dimensions. Hofstede (1980) defined culture as the 'collective
mental programming of the people in an environment' (p. 43).

This

interpretation of culture has important implications for the research
described in this thesis as it implies that cultural identity is more than just
where individuals are born and how they are brought up, but also
symbolises how individuals live these experiences. This definition also
fittingly describes how an organisation's culture evolves.

Given the

changing global landscape, an individual's cultural identity is expected to
be an important theme in this research study, and the relationship to the
emerging research model is shown in Figure 2.8 (on the next page).

43

In acknowledging sensitivities surrounding racism, and Australia's laws prohibiting
discrimination based on race, 'race' as an individual difference has been expressly
excluded from this literature review. However, racial issues have shaped accounting
practices and workplaces in Australia and internationally (see, for instance, Hammond &
Streeter, 1994; Anderson‐Gough & Robson, 1998; Kim, 2001, 2004; Hammond, 2003;
Jacobs, 2003; Ram & Carter, 2003; McNicholas, Humphries, & Gallhofer, 2004; Davie,
2005; Fearfull & Kamenou, 2006; Ramji, 2007; Sian, 2007; Hammond, Clayton, & Arnold,
2009, 2012; James & Otsuka, 2009; Duff, 2011; Slay & Smith, 2011).
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Various researchers have shown that how employees expect to be
rewarded is influenced, to some degree, by cultural identity (examples
include Barrett & Alexander, 1973; Pennings, 1993; Bradley, Hendry, &
Perkins, 1999; Gooderham & Brewster, 2003; and Chiang & Birtch, 2007).
Cultural identity can also provide insight into how an individual might react
in a given situation and, as globalisation continues to draw countries closer
together economically and socially, it is essential to recognise, understand,
and adjust for cultural expectations when making judgments about what is
considered fair in the organisational setting (Kilbourne & O'Leary‐Kelly,
1994).

Given Australia's multicultural society, coupled with the increasing number
of individuals from the Asian region who come to Australia for tertiary
studies (see also Section 2.5.1 of this chapter), as well as those individuals
taking up Australian residency and citizenship (Birrell, 2006; Muldowney,
2006; Jackling, 2007), cultural expectations are important for all
organisations to consider, even if it is unrealistic to assert that an
individual's perception of fairness and subsequent reactions will perfectly
match those of the collective (Lam, et al., 2002).

Notwithstanding the overall value of cultural identity to workplace
practices in Australia, some researchers (including Basile & Langford, 2007;
Chiang & Birtch, 2007) concluded that certain aspects of human resource
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management, for instance reward preferences44, might be more culturally
free than are others. This view is in keeping with cultural universalism,
which maintains that certain values, beliefs, principles, and behaviours are
similar worldwide.

Consequently, management practices aligned with

these attributes can be universally applied, an opinion sympathetic to the
positivist view (Guba & Lincoln, 1994).

In contrast, certain practices, such as human resource planning, may be
more culturally specific (Sparrow & Wu, 1998; Stedham, et al., 2002). This
latter view is aligned with cultural relativism and is the school of thought to
which Hofstede's (1980) work belongs.

Further, cultural relativism

maintains that because cultures are different, management practices will
differ from culture to culture. Cultural relativism is also in keeping with the
interpretivist view, in that people do not share the same meaning systems
(Gray, 2004) and are, therefore, likely to perceive situations differently
even though the circumstances surrounding the situation are the same.
While these two schools of thought represent the ends of a continuum,
given the extent of globalisation today it is now likely that cultural
influence on organisational justice is a convergence of cultural forces
rather than differences based on clear‐cut cultural boundaries (Beugre,
2007), particularly in Australia.

In recognising the 'cultural identityfairness assessment' connection,
and the blending of cultural relativism and cultural universalism in the
Australian context, the following research question is advanced:

What role does cultural identity play in shaping justice
perceptions for migrant accountants working in
Australia?

44

Such as money, fringe benefits, work distribution, professional development, autonomy,
promotion, and the like, as well as preferring performance‐based or equity‐based
rewards.
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Many qualities define an individual, however, age, gender, mindset, and
cultural identity were specifically highlighted in this review because of their
relative ease of identification in others and their potential connection to
how workplace fairness is perceived by accountants across Australia. To
augment the prior discussion of organisational justice theory and the
relevance of individual differences to how perceptions of fairness form and
evolve, it is apt that this review addresses some of the difficulties faced by
the Australian accounting profession in relation to recruitment.

2.5

Recruitment and the accounting profession

The Australian recruitment environment continues to expand, and over the
two decades to 2007, overall labour force participation increased almost
three percent (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2008). While more people
entered the workforce during this period, there was also a marked change
in the gender mix, with nearly a nine percent increase in the female
participation rate and a decrease in the male participation rate of just over
three percent.

Likewise, membership of the two largest professional

accounting bodies in Australia has grown substantially, also reflecting the
increase in female participation in the workforce.

For instance, CPA

Australia (2010a) reported that its female membership had more than
doubled since 200045.

Similarly, the number of female Chartered

Accountants in Australia had also doubled during the decade to 2008 (The
Institute of Chartered Accountants in Australia, 2008)46.

2.5.1

Attracting and retaining skilled employees

Despite the increase in labour force participation in the accounting
profession, particularly by women, it is widely publicised that there
continues to be a national skills shortage in Australia (Birrell, 2006;
45

In 2000, CPA Australia had slightly more than 27,000 female members, but this figure
had grown to 50,000 by 2010.

46

While the overall number of female Chartered Accountants has grown substantially
during this period, female CAs still only represent less than thirty percent of the Institute's
membership.
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Muldowney, 2006; Southwell, et al., 2006; Sheedy, 2007; The Institute of
Chartered Accountants in Australia, 2008; Carr, et al., 2010a). In addition,
the consequences of the persistent skills shortage has been identified as
significantly contributing to the economic and social challenges faced by
rural and regional communities (Davies, et al., 2009). In the early years of
the previous decade (2000‐2009), this situation created favourable
conditions for skilled accountants, which did not significantly change even
in light of the Global Financial Crisis (Evangelidis, 2011; Phillips, 2012).

In 2006, the Australian Department for Employment and Workplace
Relations (Southwell, et al., 2006) published an exploratory study into the
shortage of skilled accountants in Australia.

While not specifically

addressing the theory of organisational justice, the study found that topics
associated with fairness in the workplace, such as pay rates, hours,
employment conditions, job design, interpersonal relationships, and career
pathways, were exacerbating the shortage of skilled accountants. The
study, which included employees, employers, industry associations, and
training institutions, also found that in addition to employee turnover,
leakage from the profession, that is, skilled accountants opting to move out
of public practice, was a major factor in the continuing supply shortfall of
professional accountants in Australia.

A chief concern for small and mid‐sized Australian businesses, in general,
has been (and continues to be) sourcing and retaining loyal staff (Standing
Committee on Regional Development, 2004; Sensis Pty Ltd, 2006; McNabb,
2010; O'Keefe, 2012). In relation to accounting, this trend was previously
identified in 2004 by CPA Australia Ltd. At that time, seventy percent of
small public accounting firms reported recruiting and retaining professional
staff as major business challenges. As part of that study (CPA Australia Ltd,
2004), it was also found that recruiting was particularly taxing in rural areas
because of the lack of skilled people willing to work outside of the
metropolitan regions. This concern was reiterated in research conducted
by Ciccotosto and his colleagues (2008) who found that not being able to
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employ appropriately skilled and experienced accountants made meeting
external reporting requirements and pursuing practice growth difficult for
firms located in regional North Queensland. In a later study, Carr and his
team (2010a) reported similar difficulties in attracting competent
accountants to rural and regional locales throughout Australia.

The

findings of these authors point out constraints on business growth that can
lead to a myriad of unfavourable conditions (e.g.,  profit,  work
overload,  work scope,  stress and career burnout), which in turn can
generate perceptions of unfairness. The current impression of a favourable
jobs market is also perpetuated by the repeated reporting of a skills
shortage by the media, thereby reinforcing the perception of strong
demand and a positive outlook for accounting professionals.

Contradicting the widely accepted view of a continuing skills shortage, a
more recent study conducted by the Labour Market Research and Analysis
Branch (2011) reported only a slight skills shortage in the Australian
accounting profession as a whole. However, this report is a snapshot of
the accounting profession nationally and, therefore, plays down the
severity of the problems certain sectors of the profession, such as rural and
regional public accounting firms, may be encountering.

Despite the

findings of this government‐funded report, industry observers such as
Robert Half (Brushfield, 2011) and James Evangelidis (2011), as well as the
Australian Research Council in Education for Sustainability (Martin &
Steele, 2010) and the Australian professional accounting bodies (Phillips,
2012), maintain that there is still a considerable undersupply of capable
accountants.

From an international perspective, Australia remains an attractive
destination for foreign students pursuing an undergraduate degree with an
accounting major (Birrell, 2006; Maynard, 2008), and these international
students are allowed to work in Australia (with some restrictions), both
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pre‐ and post‐graduation. However, these potential new recruits47 have
yet to diminish the current reported skills shortage (Boyd, 2008) and
providing temporary work experience visas does not adequately address
the ongoing recruitment and retention difficulties facing the accounting
profession. Various reasons have been cited for the reluctance to employ
these graduates, including uncertainty about international accounting
graduates' long‐term commitment to remaining in Australia, the lack of
local experience, and poor English language skills; features that are closely
associated with the cost of training.

From the perspective of the new migrant graduate, not being considered
for employment can result in resentment and negative attitudes towards
the profession. For instance, in a recent qualitative study undertaken by
James and Otsuka (2009) it was reported that 'Chinese accounting
graduates remain a marginalised group within today's Australian society'
(p. 469) and the following quotes from two of their participants accentuate
the negative evaluation of Australian accounting employment prospects
reported by these investigators.
Many other people didn't get as good [university] results as
me may have got a bad result [looking for work]. They may
not study as hard as I did so they don't have the advantages
in academic. So how can they get a job? They say "it's
company policy, we can't tell you [why you were not
successful]" blah blah blah. I can guess what the reason is.
They ask me: "Did you attend high school in Sydney?" I said:
"I did high school in China". I could see the look on their
face. When I applied for many jobs, they always ask for HSC
[Higher School Certificate] score blah blah blah. ... For me, as
an international student, it is unfair, under‐the‐table
discrimination. (A male Chinese national who graduated
with distinction from an Australian regional university who
found work four days a week on a two‐month contract in
Sydney with the Asian division of a mid‐tier accounting firm,
as reported in James & Otsuka, 2009, p. 484).
and

47

Graduate Careers Australia (2008) reported that approximately two‐thirds of the 4,000
international students it surveyed planned to work in Australia after graduating.
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I could be still here until 2008 then just go home; not stay
here forever. Here nothing professional, nothing of what I
want to do. I have work experience in China but who cares?
They want you to have local work experience. No one cares
if you agree [with this preference] or not. .... Degree is
meaningless. I have very strong inter‐personal skill, that's
not a problem at all. They think I cannot add value.
(Another male Chinese national who had graduated from an
Australian regional university, as reported in James &
Otsuka, 2009, p. 485).
There is also a growing body of work that suggests Australian tertiary
institutions are failing to adequately equip graduates (local and foreign)
with the necessary skills for a successful career as an accountant; further
exacerbating the challenges that migrant new graduates face when starting
their professional accounting careers (Tindale, Evans, Cable, & Mead, 2005;
Kavanagh & Drennan, 2008; Gray, 2010; Yong, Ryan, Yap, & Goela, 2011).
Even those graduates that are granted permanent residency status
continue to struggle to find professional accounting employment that is
stimulating and rewarding48.

Adding to the pressing recruitment and retention concerns is the poor
image of the profession (Parker, 1999; Baldvinsdottir, et al., 2009). This
poor image is fuelled by the perception of boring and mundane work
involving long hours, high stress levels, and uncompetitive pay rates
(Friedman & Lyne, 2001; Southwell, et al., 2006; Albu, et al., 2011); factors
which have been shown to influence opinions regarding workplace
fairness. Responsibility for major recruitment initiatives within the public
accounting profession has largely been entrusted to the professional
associations (Southwell, et al., 2006). For example, CPA Australia Ltd
(2007) issued a statement outlining its position on the skills shortage and
its proposed action, which included government lobbying, the introduction
of a mature‐age employment project, substantial electronic and print
48

Recent studies and debate, such as, Andrews (2006) , Alberici (2007), Jackling (2007),
and Thistleton (2010), shed light on some of the pressing issues facing migrant
accountants, particularly new graduates, who are seeking to begin their careers in
Australian public accounting firms.
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media campaigns, and actively exploring relationships to enable employers
to access non‐traditional recruitment sources.

However, in general, the accounting profession's approach to the skills
shortage has been to push existing accountants to work more, rather than
to develop innovative ways to attract young people to take up accountancy
careers or to re‐engage those that have already left the profession
(Southwell, et al., 2006). Although attempts have been made by the
professional accounting bodies via social media channels to promote
accounting careers as exciting, dynamic, rewarding, and fulfilling in an
effort to encourage more young people to enter public practice49, these
efforts have not been completely successful (Carr, et al., 2010b; McDowall,
Jackling, & Natoli, 2010; McMurtrie, 2010).

According to Mabikafola (2007) of Talent2 (a global recruitment agency),
the difficulty in recruiting and retaining employees means that managers
are finding they have to sell their organisation to prospective employees
rather than merely interviewing several candidates for a position. By way
of example, the text in Figure 2.9 (on the following page) has been
extracted from a job advertisement that appeared in CPA Australia's
InTheBlack magazine in October 2007 (p. 80). The level of 'selling the firm'
is quite substantial in this advertisement. Only four bullet points relate to
the expected qualifications and skills of the potential employee, while
seventeen bullet points are devoted to what the firm is willing to offer the
right person, which includes generous monetary rewards and a wide range
of flexible working conditions (see Figure 2.9 on the next page).

49

For recent examples, see the multimedia campaigns of CPA Australia Ltd (2010b), The
Institute of Chartered Accountants in Australia (2010), and the Institute of Public
Accountants Ltd (2011) on YouTube.
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ACCOUNTANT – CPA FIRM
A unique opportunity exists in our outstanding accountancy practice for a
person looking to improve their income and career.
Only professions with substantial experience in Taxation/Business Services, and
a demonstrated commitment, should apply for this special position.
You must have experience in:
 Accountancy and taxation work for a range of client types.
 Producing quality working papers and working systematically.
 Working to deadlines and budgets.
 Using Solution 6, MYOB, QuickBooks and BGL.
Here are some of the unique opportunities on offer:
 Base Salary – Immediate increase on your confirmed existing salary, with
full 9% superannuation added.
 Bonus Salary – As per generous existing firm system.
 Packaging – You choose how you want to package your salary and benefits.
 Cost Coverage – All your out‐of‐pocket expenses (including car expenses at
ATO rates) are reimbursed.
 Leave – 7 days extra leave annually in addition to normal other leave
entitlements, and you choose when to take them.
 Flexibility – You choose working times and structures to suit you.
 Technology – Up to date and relevant computer systems.
 Connectivity – At our cost we connect you directly on‐line from home to
work.
 Culture – Work in a truly friendly and supportive environment passionately
serving clients without the usual negative profession images.
 Clients – We certainly have some out of the ordinary client and industry
niches and opportunities.
 Transparency – You know yours and the firm's up to date budget and actual
charge rates and performance.
 Career Path – Choose to be a principal or an employed career professional
in the short‐term or later.
 Learning – As per outstanding existing firm professional development
system plus what else you want.
 Support – Unparalleled and extraordinary support to employee personal
needs already demonstrated and will continue.
 Appreciation ‐ Truly appreciative principals will review your performance
and remuneration package fully and regularly.
 Office Environment – Modern well appointed office premises, including on‐
site parking.
 Choices – You choose what else you want in the position and how you will
achieve it.
If you have the right experience, please send your CV and questions to us.
Fig. 2.9

CPA position vacant

The cost of hiring an employee is a significant burden, particularly for small
and mid‐sized firms, regardless of geographical location, and this cost is
frequently underestimated (Brown, et al., 2005).

Many analysts and

industry writers have tried to quantify the cost of hiring staff by providing
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varying estimations50, with one estimate indicating that turnover costs
could be as high as 130 percent of an employee's employment cost (Equal
Opportunity for Women in the Workplace Agency, 2002). While the time
spent in selecting the new recruit is usually noted, often it is not fully
accounted for. Further, costs such as the time spent to assimilate the new
employee into the organisation and the added stress placed on the existing
staff to pick up any work overload are often overlooked. The economic
cost and potential imposts on employee wellbeing can be significant as,
reportedly, it can take up to two years to fill a position in a public
accounting firm in Australia (Southwell, et al., 2006), and then take a
further six to eight months for the new recruit to become fully productive
(Tarrant, 2005).

On the exit side, accumulated organisational knowledge is lost when an
employee leaves voluntarily (Tarrant, 2005; Strachan & Barrett, 2006). For
this reason, when an employee does decide to leave, many business
consultants (as examples, see Peters, 1994; Findlay, 2003; Branham, 2005;
Stone, 2005; and, more recently, Eunson, 2012) recommend conducting an
exit interview.

While valuable insights can be collected from an exit

interview, this does not lessen the cost of losing a valued employee or the
expense incurred when replacing him or her. Given the high cost of hiring
new staff, reducing staff turnover is one area where all organisations,
irrespective of size, industry, or locality, can achieve economies and,
consequently, preventing valued employees from leaving unexpectedly is
more cost effective (Sharpe, 2006; Karsan, 2007) than remedial treatment
after a good employee leaves. As such, actively addressing these issues
may help alleviate the negative aspects that fuel perceptions of unfairness
in the accounting workplace.

It is also a widespread belief, particularly among business consultants, that
to find out what employees want and how they feel, just ask them
50

Such as Abbott, DeCieri, and Iverson (1998), Browne (1998), Joinson (2000), Williams
(2002), and the Australian Institute of Management (2004).
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(Davidson et al., 2006; Kumar, 2006; Purdon, 2006; Biddle, 2007; Towers
Perrin, 2007). A common approach to collecting this type of information is
to conduct an employee feedback survey. However, conducting this type
of evaluation may be impractical for a small organisation because, in
addition to the cost, the anonymity of the respondents cannot be
guaranteed. As such, the responses may not be entirely genuine, making
the quality of the survey results questionable and decreasing the
usefulness of the information to the organisation and the wider managerial
audience.

Another way to collect information about how employees perceive their
manager and their organisation is to conduct a 360‐degree feedback loop
(Jenkins, 2006; Tarrant, 2006). This form of data gathering and feedback is
an appraisal system designed to give all levels within the organisational
hierarchy, including principals and managers, an understanding of how
their employees and colleagues (as well as clients) perceive them.
However, the 360‐degree feedback loop often generates frank and
unexpected negative feedback. In a small office situation, such as a small
public accounting firm, an employee may feel that giving negative feedback
about their manager, particularly if their manager is also the principal of
the firm, may threaten their job security and/or future promotional
prospects.

Further, according to Tarrant (2006), accounting firms are

traditionally very private and principals may feel affronted if presented
with unfavourable feedback. Recognising the importance of anonymity,
the research presented in this thesis will provide an additional source of
feedback featuring firsthand accounts of how accountants perceive
fairness in the workplace.

Although employee turnover has been identified as a common reaction to
organisational injustice, perceived unfairness may have other negative
consequences, such as lower employee performance, dysfunctional
conflict, and inappropriate behaviours including employee theft or
sabotage (Aquino, Lewis, & Bradfield, 1999; Ambrose, 2002; Greenberg,
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2009; Fennig, Joseph, & Turner, 2013). While many firms acknowledge
that employees are the most valuable asset (D'Angelo Fisher, 2005; CPA
Australia Ltd, 2011), there is still difficulty experienced in placing a dollar
figure on this resource (Rhode, Lawler, & Sundem, 1976; Blau & Boal, 1987;
Wyatt & Frick, 2010) and, since this value is not a publicly reportable item
for small and mid‐sized firms, it is often ignored.

The difficulty in

quantifying the value of employees can also create the impression that
employees are less important to an organisation than other assets, and this
can trigger reduced levels of organisational commitment by the employee
(Rhode, et al., 1976), which then initiates a sense of being less than fairly
treated.

In contrast, industry leaders have long understood that respect and
recognition are key retention issues (for instance, Half, 1982). However,
few public accounting firms have been able to integrate these principles
into their organisational culture as enduring core values, and employers
must realise that they can no longer just rely on the amount and method of
distributions and incentives to retain employees and to assure their
allegiance to the profession.

Many of the fairness matters identified in relation to professionals, and to
accountants in particular, could well be exacerbated in considering smaller
firms and in rural and regional firms in Australia. For instance, Ciccotosto
and his colleagues (2008) found that geographical location (regional North
Queensland) led to resource constraints and prevented smaller firms from
investigating and acting upon opportunities outside of the local area. Apart
from the financial consequences, missing potential business opportunities
also restricts the breadth and depth of the client base, which, in turn, limits
the variety and scope of work rural and regional practitioners can offer
their employees ‐ again coming back to the assessment of boring and
mundane work.
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A related view was advanced by Kent and Jenkins (2006), who found that
time away from the office and travelling time to attend continuing
professional
practitioners.

development

activities

was

burdensome

for

rural

In particular, these authors noted that the overall cost

(explicit and implicit) influenced the quantum of offsite training the firm
could provide to its employees ‐ a key reward mechanism within Australian
public accounting firms.

While it is a mandatory requirement of the

Accounting Professional and Ethical Standards (APES320, 2009) that
Australian public practice firms 'provide the necessary training resources
and assistance to enable personnel to develop and maintain the required
capabilities and competence' (s.50 p. 13), the costs associated with funding
professional development and skills upgrading can cause financial strain for
smaller firms. There is also the added burden placed on the remaining
employees who are covering the workload when a colleague is attending a
course, as well as the possibility of resentment in response to perceived
unfairness.

2.5.2

Remuneration and benefits

Economic reality is that when the employment landscape favours
employees, it puts strong upward pressure on salaries and wages in
Australia (Australian Institute of Management, 2007; O'Keefe, 2012).
Likewise, many other Asia Pacific nations have experienced rapid wages
growth coupled with a shortage of skilled accountants. For instance, wages
in Singapore were 'rising faster than at any time since 2000' (Goh, 2007),
and salary increases in Singapore, Hong Kong, and Australia have been
higher than the Consumer Price Index over the past few years (Jano, 2006;
Wee & Hird, 2010; Knowledge Shop Pty Ltd, 2011). Despite reported rapid
wages growth, an interesting dichotomy relating to monetary rewards was
noted in the professional literature. For instance, analysts at Michael Page
International (2007) concluded that flexible working conditions were the
most preferred incentive for Australian finance and accounting employees,
while money, in the form of bonuses, ranked a close second. However, in
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contradicting the avowed importance of bonuses to respondents, only nine
percent said that they were motivated by money.

Even though there is growing debate about the importance of achieving a
career/life balance and the need to find innovative ways to reward
employees, it is clear that the significance of money cannot be discounted
when evaluating employee reward expectations.

However, given the

current economic climate and the price sensitivity of clients, particularly in
rural Australia, many small and mid‐sized firms believe they are unable to
pay higher wages or bonuses (CPA Australia Ltd, 2004; Southwell, et al.,
2006; Carr, et al., 2010b) and, therefore, feel they are unable to compete
with larger public accounting firms or the corporate sector.

Larger

organisations also have greater ability to offer fringe benefits and may
have specialised human resource personnel (Northover, 2006) to ensure
that employee expectations are being met. From a worldwide perspective,
Oslington (2002) noted that as global competition increases, so too does
the bargaining power of skilled employees when they are negotiating their
salary packages and conditions. Additionally, these employees may choose
to leave their current employer to achieve better rewards elsewhere in
favour of renegotiating their current employment contract (Brushfield,
2011; Michael Page International, 2012; Phillips, 2012).

More broadly, a notable omission from much of the scholarly literature on
organisational justice is a description of the prevailing economic climate at
the time the studies were undertaken. Providing a description of the
factors that alter the stability of the labour market has important
implications for understanding the economic drivers contributing to
assessments of what is fair, as well as indicating the relative bargaining
power of the various labour market players. This contextual information is
also useful when assessing the relevance of research findings to other
populations or different points in time. For instance, it was reported in a
US study (Chang, Cheng, & Reichelt, 2010) that major industry and
economic shocks (i.e., the demise of the Arthur Anderson Group and the
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most recent Global Financial Crisis), together with enhanced government
regulation of the accounting profession, has advanced the image of smaller
accounting firms in the US as quality service providers. In addition, these
authors concluded that company boards and investors were now more
open to engaging smaller audit firms.

Regardless of the prevailing economic conditions, monetary rewards and
levels of benefits were recurring topics in the professional journals,
including those targeted at accounting professionals. For instance, many of
the articles published in the professional literature comment on best‐
practice activities (e.g., Williams, 2002; Cherrington, 2005; Nazzari &
Marley‐Wallace, 2007; Wilson, 2007; Beaton Consulting, 2011; Knowledge
Shop Pty Ltd, 2011; Eunson, 2012; Hall, et al., 2012; and Michael Page
International, 2012). These articles and reports also include industry salary
reviews, which provide both employees and employers with a reference
point from which to form an opinion regarding expected remuneration
levels and benefits. However, by concentrating on the amount of the
exchange, the professional literature neglects to address all of the issues
associated with the fairness of the exchange as a whole. In addition, much
of the information published in the professional literature relies on surveys
of varying quality and, in many instances, the source was not appropriately
referenced so it is difficult to verify the reliability and validity of the
reported findings51.

Despite the potential limitations of some of the

professional literature, academic researchers have generally found that
getting the mix right between money and other rewards is instrumental to
perceptions of fairness (see, for instance, Herzberg, 1959; Lindner, 1998;
Cole & Flint, 2005). Nonetheless, money and traditional benefits may not
be sufficient to retain professional staff when other intrinsic rewards, such
as career pathways, are not on offer.

51

A situation that is not unique to the professional literature (Bisman, 2005).
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2.5.3

Career pathway

Career pathway is another key factor linked to perceptions of fairness in
the workplace that might strengthen or weaken an employee's
commitment to the firm (Still, 1997; Northover, 2006; Southwell, et al.,
2006; O'Toole, 2008; Almer, et al., 2012; McGinn & Milkman, 2012).
According to Brown and his colleagues (2005), professional staff, such as
accountants, are far more likely to remain with an employer if they feel
that there is a definite career pathway that is accessible to them within a
realistic time‐frame, with increasing levels of role responsibility and
autonomy often being seen as synonymous with advancing through one's
career. A line of enquiry previously introduced as part of the discussion on
age in Section 2.4.1.

Traditionally, the accounting profession has promoted on an up‐or‐out
career pathway strategy and this adherence to a rigid advancement policy
has forced many experienced accountants, particularly women, to leave
the profession (Almer, Lightbody, Single, & Vigilante, 2003; Wallace, 2009;
Kornberger, et al., 2011; Patel & Millanta, 2011; Almer, et al., 2012).
However, the Head of Deloitte's Human Capital Practice (see Tarrant, 2007)
believed that professional employees, including accountants, were taking
charge of their careers, and were demanding a greater say in how fast they
progress and were more proactive in deciding upon the amount and type
of work they take on. The implications of this observation are that if an
accountant feels their career is not progressing as quickly as they would
like, they are being pushed too hard, or they are being repeatedly
overlooked for promotion, then there is a strong incentive to leave the firm
rather than try to improve the situation with their current employer. In
this regard, (un)fairness arises in relation to competition for promotion and
to creating a personalised career pathway that may not be aligned with the
goals of the firm.

Given that the public accounting profession is heavily task‐orientated by
nature (Schell & DeLuca, 1991; Bealing Jr, Baker, & Russo, 2006; Tarrant,
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2006), there is also a strong possibility that many public accounting firms
neglect the people side of their business in order to get the work done. A
view also held by authors such as Jones and Abraham (2007) and
Kornberger and his co‐authors (2011). The thought of being undervalued
may partially explain why some professional employees voluntarily leave
not only their employer, but also the profession. Employers must ensure
that each employee believes that they have been fairly treated, not just on
a material level, but also on a personal level. This is particularly true for
smaller organisations (such as small and mid‐sized public accounting firms
in country Australia) where growth in monetary and other material
rewards might be more tightly constrained due to the size and
geographical location of the firm (Southwell, et al., 2006).

The above overview calls attention to some of the fairness concerns and
challenges visible in the recruitment practices used by the accounting
profession, and Figure 2.10 illustrates how the Australian recruitment
environment fits into with the emerging framework. A further body of
literature, which directly addresses workplace fairness in the accounting
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profession, is the subject of the next section.
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Fig. 2.10 Australian recruitment environment and the accounting profession
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2.6

Fairness and the accounting profession

The following commentary showcases a number of informative studies
involving the accounting profession that have links (directly or indirectly) to
organisational justice awareness. Each study in this section draws on an
aspect (or aspects) of the employment experience that is reported to
contribute to perceptions of (un)fairness. In considering the fairness issues
raised, it is imperative to assess each study in light of the definition of
organisational justice that is the backdrop to the current study:
'… the conditions of employment that lead individuals to
believe they are being treated fairly or unfairly' (Folger &
Cropanzano, 1998, p. xii).
In this definition, 'employment' refers to the wider employment landscape
and not just the employer/employee contract. Although organisational
justice from a management or organisational behaviour perspective has
been extensively studied, scholarly research into organisational justice that
is specific to the accounting profession, particularly in the smaller firm
setting, has not been widely undertaken (Parker & Kohlmeyer, 2005). As
noted in Section 1.4 of Chapter 1, small and mid‐sized firms, which
represent the majority of accounting practices in Australia (Australian
Bureau of Statistics, 2003), are not miniature facsimiles of the Big 4
accounting firms (Alam & Nandan, 2010), but are a unique cluster of
service providers and employers.

An overview of these unique

characteristics are shown in Table 2.1 (see opposite).
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Characteristics typical of small business52
Structure







Owner operated/Independently owned
The business is an extension of the owner
Flat organisational structure
Debt financing personally guaranteed by the owner
Standard operating procedures less formalised and
documented

The owner




Profit focused, but not necessarily a growth strategy
Works in the business, not just a management
figurehead
Lifestyle preference
Key decisions are shaped by personal objectives
Owner's investments often concentrated within the
business
Focus on short‐term survival rather than long‐term
planning
Reports to self






Constraints
and
limitations










Benefits and 
opportunities 






Time poor
Resource poverty
Generalist
Growth potential versus no growth preference
Rarely has the ability to dictate terms or influence the
market
Lacks economies of scale
Regulation constrained
Restricted in pursuing economies of scope
Community involvement
Niche market
Personal relationships
Innovation
Entrepreneurship
Retains control
Self‐employed

Tab. 2.1 Characteristics typical of small business

52

Compiled from the following scholarly publications and industry reports describing the
unique attributes smaller firms possess: Holmes and Zimmer (1994), Revesz and Lattimore
(1997), Fasci and Valdez (1998), Barrett (2003), Morrison and Bergin‐Seers (2002), Holmes,
Hutchinson, Forsaith, Gibson, and McMahon (2003), Miller (2003), Morrison, Breen, and
Ali (2003), Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, and Education References
Committee (2003), Walker and Brown (2004), Baard and Watts (2005, 2007), Mazzarol
(2005), Wang, Walker, and Redmond (2007), Watts, Baard, and McNair (2009), Wyatt,
Pathak, and Zibarras (2010), Clark, Eaton, Lind, Pye, and Bateman (2011), and Strachan
and Barrett (2011).
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While smaller firms dominate the accounting profession in terms of
absolute numbers, researchers, such as Thompson and Smith (1991), have
suggested that the higher public profile of larger organisations is assumed
to generate greater interest in research findings directed at these firms
and, therefore, this presumed heightened interest is a key driver of
research endeavours. Further, research frameworks designed to fit larger
firms are not always readily adaptable to suit the smaller firm setting
(Thompson & Smith, 1991) particularly given the distinct characteristics of
smaller firms, as shown in Table 2.1 (shown on the previous page). As
such, it is easy to see why small business owners, such as public accounting
practitioners in rural and regional Australia, might dismiss scholarly
research as being unimportant or inappropriate to their particular needs,
particularly if the research fails to consider the distinctive nature of smaller
firms and the geographical constraints they face.

Specific to procedural justice, the importance of consistency was
highlighted in a study undertaken by Parker and Kohlmeyer (2005) of
Canadian accountants in large metropolitan firms. This study found that
perceptions of bias, in both the outcome and the application of the
procedure that determined the outcome, were reflected in lower job
satisfaction, lower organisational commitment, and increased turnover.
The findings of the study indicate that fairness, and in this instance
procedural fairness, can have significant implications not only for employee
happiness, but also for designing organisational systems that can reduce
overheads and increase productivity in accounting firms.

In an earlier study, Aranya and his colleagues (1986) studied a sample of
public accountants in the USA and Canada. At the time of their study, the
accounting profession in these two nations was very much male‐
dominated and the sample used reflected this gender imbalance. These
researchers measured levels of commitment of male and female
professional accountants, and found that while females tended to be less
committed than their male colleagues were, hierarchical regression
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analysis suggested that gender did not fully explain the variance. This
finding supports the notion that factors other than gender may have a
stronger

influence

on

perceptions

of

fairness

and

subsequent

organisational commitment for female accountants; a line of enquiry
followed in the current study.

Staying in the Americas, a more recent study investigated managerial
attitudes to non‐traditional work arrangements in public accounting firms,
such as part‐time and telework, and the connection to perceived career
success (Johnson, Lowe, & Reckers, 2008).

This study found that

accountants who utilised flexible work arrangements in the Big 4 firms in
the USA were more likely to receive lower performance appraisals than
their traditional full‐time colleagues were, and this outcome was
detrimental to their long‐term career progression with that firm.

In

addition, amongst those accountants who participated in these programs,
males were more likely to receive lower performance appraisals than their
female counterparts were, and this outcome signals that alternative work
arrangements were seen as less appropriate for male accountants than for
female accountants. These findings have implications for organisational
fairness because of the apparent inconsistencies in performance
evaluation, and the connection between performance and remuneration,
together with the impact that these evaluations have on long‐term career
progression. This study also provides support for considering distributive,
procedural, and interactional justice as separate, but closely linked
organisational justice dimensions, as well as supporting the inclusion of
gender as a key line of enquiry for the current research project.

In an Australian study specific to interactional justice, and which delved
into the relationship between informal mentoring and career progression
for accountants (Herbohn, 2004), it was reported that the level of career
advice and assistance offered was significantly greater in larger firms than
in smaller public accounting firms. This study also found that career advice
was positively associated with job satisfaction for all Queensland public
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accountants in the study, irrespective of size. Additionally, in smaller firms
where career development support was considered high, the respondents
reported higher levels of satisfaction with their career pathway
opportunities and their job in general. However, more recently, Hall and
Smith (2009) have highlighted how organisational sponsored support
within Australian accounting firms, such as mentoring, can unintentionally
result in increased turnover because the mentoring relationship is focused
on developing strong interpersonal skills in addition to sound technical
proficiency.

Through this mentoring process, the mentee becomes

empowered, and this growth in professional maturity opens up a vast array
of opportunities outside of the mentee's current employer organisation.

Closely related with the sense of professional empowerment, but
nonetheless a costly trend within the accounting profession, is the high
attrition rate associated with employees gaining professional status and
then immediately moving on. For instance, in a study conducted in the
USA, Padgett, Paulson, Hughes, Hughes, and Born (2005) reported that
undertaking employment in public practice was, in general, only a short‐
term career choice.

These researchers also found a considerable

discrepancy between anticipated length of tenure and the actual mean
length of tenure of their respondents, and concluded that individuals leave
public practice before they had originally intended, thus adding to the skills
shortage and turnover problems in the accounting profession.

In a similar Australian study investigating organisational commitment, Chan
and his colleagues (2008) surveyed 231 graduate accountants who
attended seminars in preparation for their professional examinations with
The Institute of Chartered Accountants in Australia. Reflecting increasing
female participation in public accounting, almost fifty percent of the
participants were female. This study focused on specific job attitudes and
the relationship to intentions to resign. Almost all of the participants were
twenty‐nine years or younger, and nearly half of the participants worked in
one of the Big 4 accounting firms, with just over ten percent of participants
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working for smaller firms.

These investigators found that although

organisational commitment was positively linked with a desire to remain
with the firm, many participants indicated that achieving chartered status
was only a short‐term goal and, once achieved, these individuals would
seek alternative employment outside of the profession.

Chan's study

(2008), as well as the findings of Padgett and her team (2005), highlight the
importance of organisational support, particularly for new graduates, in
fostering positive work attitudes and addressing the leakage from the
public accounting profession. The findings of Chan and his associates
(2008), in particular, may also provide key insights for a subset of the target
population described in this thesis because of its focus on young Australian
graduates working towards their professional accounting qualifications.

Although not examining organisational justice specifically, a study
conducted by Stedham and her colleagues (2002) also has important
implications for this research project because of the cultural differences
identified. This study, which involved Australian and US accountants from
the same large international public accounting firm, found that while
perceptions of various job aspects were similar, the relationship between
these variables was quite different between the two groups.

These

investigators found that the US participants strongly associated autonomy
with job satisfaction, while the Australian participants were less concerned
with autonomy and, therefore, it was less important to their overall sense
of job satisfaction. This outcome was somewhat unanticipated given the
assumed cultural similarities across the two countries and that the
research subjects worked for the same accounting firm.

Another pertinent international study involved accountants from
Singapore. In that study, organisational commitment was found to be
contingent on the employer recognising and supporting professional
values, particularly in the public accounting sphere (Aryee, et al., 1991).
This finding is in contrast to those of Lee and her team (2006) who found
that professional accountants in public practice in Australia tended to be
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more satisfied with their job and their employer if the employer had a
strong commitment to skills development, but no connection was found
between declining organisational commitment and diminishing standards
of work practice.

There has also been a number of noteworthy qualitative studies focusing
on the Australian accounting profession that have dealt with external
fairness issues affecting rural and regional firms in particular. For instance,
Phillips and DeLange (2006) reported that the introduction of the Goods
and Services Tax (GST) in 2000 effectively required all GST registered
businesses to become tax collection agents. While the new reporting
requirements provided an additional fee source for public accounting
firms, the principals of these firms found the increased compliance burden
outweighed any additional fee revenue and, as demand for their services
outstripped supply, only resulted in a heightened awareness of workplace
stress. More recently, changes to corporate law (such as CLERP 9)53 and
financial services legislation have eroded the scope of services some
smaller firms can provide to their clients because of the added licensing
requirements imposed (Carr, et al., 2010a). Accommodating these changes
has meant that some country practitioners have had to outsource certain
functions and, therefore, risk losing clients to firms that can provide the full
suite of services54.

On a more personal note, Sawyer and Munn (1998) reported that it is often
difficult for accountants to have an anonymous life outside of work as their
professional opinion is regularly sought out free‐of‐charge at social events
and community gatherings.

The 'by the way, while you're here'55

expectation attached to one's professional identity was recently
53

Corporate Law Economic Reform Program (Audit Reform and Corporate Disclosure) Act
2004.
54

In reference to the outsourcing of services by Australian public accounting firms, see
Chaplin (2010), The Institute of Chartered Accountants in Australia in conjunction with
Ernst & Young Australia (2011), and Wise and Chaplin (2011).
55

Taken from the title of a book by Johnson (c. 1990) about the trials and tribulations of
being a rural veterinary surgeon in Australia.
90

reconfirmed by Carr and his co‐authors (2010a). While one of the many
benefits of rural living is the depth of community involvement (Sawyer &
Munn, 1998), unabated calls on the rural accountant's expertise56 can lead
to increased stress and, eventually, career burnout. Another area of grave
concern of an interpersonal nature was identified by Carter and her
colleagues (2011, 2013). These investigators found the changing dynamics
within rural and regional communities have led to accountants being
frequently called upon to act as mental health workers even though they
are not trained to do so. The realities of public practice identified in these
qualitative studies highlight the additional stressors that Australian rural
and regional accountants face and that, ultimately, can result in a feeling of
being professionally disadvantaged.

The preceding discussion presents a condensed but insightful medley of
studies linked to fairness, and which are relevant to accountants in
Australia and internationally. When compared to the research described in
this thesis, the observations reported in the abovementioned studies, as
well as the findings and opinions of other researchers and commentators
highlighted in this chapter, may reveal important relationships critical to
expanding organisational justice understandings in Australian accounting
practices, particularly those firms based in country areas. However, the
paucity of scholarly research specifically focusing on fairness as a whole of
workplace issue for rural and regional accountants is not unique to
Australia, as researchers in first‐world countries have traditionally
overlooked this valuable sector of the accounting profession.

To round off the tour of the fairness literature, Figure 2.11 (shown on the
next page) illustrates the conceptual framework that has evolved
throughout this qualitative review, and which forms the foundation for the
56

For example, asking for professional advice when a client, by chance, meets their
accountant in the supermarket or at a community event. Further, the loss of community
services, such as the removal of the traditional bank manager role, and the paring back of
locally based social support means that more clients turn to their accountant for non‐
accounting related advice as the next best or, possibly, the only alternative, regardless of
the underlying cause of the client's distress.
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research presented in this thesis. Although the direction of the arrows in
this Figure, as well as those in Figures 2.2 through to 2.10 (excluding Figure
2.9), follow the structure of this chapter, the interactions between these
theories and themes in the real world are not unidirectional. Instead,
theory and reality dynamically interact to expose how accountants

Gender

Individual
Differences
Age

Interactional
Justice

Procedural
Justice

Distributive
Justice

Organisational Justice

Mindset

perceive fairness in the workplace in the Australian context.

Cultural Identity
Australian
Recruitment
Environment

How do accountants perceive
fairness in the workplace?
Fig. 2.11 How do accountants perceive fairness in the workplace?

2.7

Chapter pit stop

In this narrative review, the academic literature connected to fairness in
the workplace, the information and opinions published in the professional
accounting domain, and commentary drawn from the popular press have
been reflected on, focusing in particular on the aspects of these texts and
the discourse specifically concerning public accounting. Contextual aspects
specific to rural and regional communities particularly in Australia, and
which were related to organisational justice, were also reviewed.

While distributive justice, embodied by equity theory and the application
of the equity norm, dominated early organisational justice research,
subsequent researchers suggested other norms might be preferred,
depending upon the situation at hand.
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In addition, both academic

researchers and professional commentators maintain that contemporary
organisational justice goes beyond the fairness of the distribution to
incorporate the fairness of the process and integrity in interpersonal
dealings.

While these three dimensions of organisational justice are

conceptually distinct, they are also complementary and, in light of this
complementary nature, the potential for significant interactions between
the three facets of organisational justice must not be ignored.

Using the findings from prior studies and the theoretical assessments of
previous researchers and commentators, key individual differences
associated with organisational justice were explored through a qualitative
pane. This approach to reviewing the literature indicated that individual
differences, such as age, gender, mindset, and cultural identity, play an
important role in how perceptions of fairness are formed and re‐formed.
Recognising the importance of individual differences, and to augment the
theoretical platform selected, the challenges faced in the general
recruitment environment in Australia, together with those issues that
specifically relate to the public accounting profession were also considered.
In addition to identifying key research questions not fully addressed by
prior research, multiple realities connected to fairness in the workplace
across a wide range of geographies and industry types were exposed.

As part of this literature review, a conceptual framework was progressively
developed (see Figure 2.11 on the previous page). This framework includes
both the theoretical basis for the research project and the identification of
key themes that are expected to be prominent in terms of how impressions
of fairness in the workplace are pieced together by Australian accountants.
In addition to being a mandatory requirement for a PhD thesis, the primary
aim of this descriptive review was to consolidate an extensive body of
knowledge into a candid account of organisational justice and to position
the research topic within its relevant professional and commercial
contexts.
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Further, the insights and conclusions drawn from this review underline the
importance of investigating how accountants perceive fairness in the
workplace in the Australian setting, and bring to light how value can be
added to the existing corpus of organisational justice research and theory
by pursuing a less orthodox way of investigating this contemporary issue.
To this end, the following chapter (Chapter 3) outlines the research
paradigm embraced and presents a detailed account of the methodology
and the specific methods used for data collection and analysis. Chapter 3
also puts forward justification for the utilisation of the methods employed
and describes, in detail, how procedural research quality forms an integral
part of this research project.
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3

The Researcher's guide to the road less travelled

3.1

Chapter itinerary

The researcher's guide to the road less travelled (methodology and
method) commences by outlining the philosophical approaches to research
in general, and explores issues concerning what is real (ontology), and how
what is real is known (epistemology). Although positivism has been the
dominant research paradigm in business research (Gray, 2004), the way
the Researcher made sense of the world and the exploratory nature of the
research topic examined in this thesis pointed toward constructivism as the
appropriate research paradigm.

The tour of the fairness literature presented in Chapter 2 highlights the
paucity of prior qualitative studies in the organisational justice field
involving the accounting profession, and even fewer scholarly studies were
unearthed that investigated aspects associated with organisational justice
in the smaller firm setting in rural and regional Australia. To reduce this
void, the research described in this thesis adopts a qualitative methodology
to explore the research question:

How do accountants
workplace?

perceive

fairness

in

the

As the intention of this study was to collect content‐rich and context‐
specific data, a 'purposeful' approach (Patton, 2002, p. 273) to contacting
potential participants was employed, incorporating several different, but
complementary techniques.

Use was also made of social media and

professional networks to attract participants and to gain insights into
workplace fairness issues publicly voiced by Australian accountants as
being important to them. The next phase of the research plan included
asking the research participants to share their own (idiographic) realities
during informal conversations that doubled as data collection interviews.
To this end, audio‐recorded, semi‐structured telephone interviewing was
the primary method of data collection.
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Bringing together the lived experiences of the participants and finding
meaning within the opinions and events shared occurred concurrently and
continued to the point of theoretical saturation, when additional
interviews ceased to reveal any new themes or areas of significance.
Initially, thematic analysis was used to extract and develop the common
themes reported in the academic and professional literatures and further
latent and emergent themes were added based on the views and
observations disclosed. Analysis of the principal elements of the discourse
was then undertaken to develop these themes and to re‐present the
narratives through the lens of the Researcher.

Although these

conversations provide a window into the lived‐through experiences of the
participants, the transcribed narratives produced are, ultimately, a joint
construction by the research participants and the Researcher (Holstein &
Gubrium, 1995); an outcome which follows the principles of hermeneutics
and dialectics (Schwandt, 2007; Arthos, 2009).

The insights and discoveries made through exploring the conversations
were then corroborated with existing organisational justice theories and,
where appropriate, were used to develop extensions to that body of
knowledge. Details documenting how the conversations were explored are
presented in Chapters 4 and 5.

3.2

About the research platform

There is a plethora of academic writing espousing various philosophical
approaches to research, and dictating what constitutes high‐quality work.
As noted by Cavana and his colleagues (2001), the various philosophical
approaches can be bracketed together into three broad paradigms, namely
positivist, critical, and interpretivist research (although there are other
views).

In its simplest form, a paradigm is a way of thinking about

research, representing a shared set of assumptions, and is the scaffold on
which a research project is built (Hart, 1998).
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The ontological and epistemological views held by the Researcher underlie
the research paradigm selected for this study, and are reflected in the
methodology and methods chosen.

Ontology reflects what is real by

describing the nature of being. Closely linked to ontology is epistemology,
which describes how what is real is known, and provides a framework to
determine the legitimacy and adequacy of that knowledge (Gray, 2004).
Table 3.1 lists three common research paradigms and compares some of
the key factors associated with each approach.

Assumptions

Positivist
Objective,
scientific
approach

Aim

Universal laws
enable
prediction

The
researcher

Critical
Reality is
shrouded in bias

Constructivist
Individually
(socially)
constructed

Disconnects bias
and a catalyst
for change

Documents what
people believe
as real

Objective and
external to the
research

Forces change

Becomes one
with the
participants

Researcher and
the research are
value free

Explicit and
value laden

Explicit and
value laden

Type of
reasoning

Deductive

Deductive and
inductive

Inductive

Research
plan

Tests
hypotheses

Drives change

Evolves with
data/situation

Research
methods

Quantitative

Qualitative and
some
quantitative

Qualitative

Quality
measures

Scientifically
based, valid,
reliable, and
objective

Witness positive
change over
time

Trust and
authenticity are
paramount

Criticisms

Superficial,
people are
numbers,
minority
unimportant

Drives change
regardless of the
consequences by
destroying
current reality

Too subjective,
micro‐level and
short‐term
focus, not a
change agent

Values

Adapted from Cavana, et al. (2001, pp. 9‐10)
Tab. 3.1 Comparing research paradigms
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The importance of the ontology and epistemology underlying a research
paradigm was highlighted by Hart (1998), who noted that different views of
reality generate different beliefs about what knowledge can be accepted as
real, which in turn drives the strategies deployed to apprehend reality.
Determining the ontological and epistemological position is an important
decision researchers must address early in their work, however, these two
concepts are often glossed over or omitted altogether from texts dealing
with 'how to research' (for examples referred to by the Researcher, see
McNeill, 1990; Veal, 2005; Blaxter, Hughes, & Tight, 2006; Cooper &
Schindler, 2006; and Berg, 2007). In addition, much of the written work to
date relating to ontology and epistemology is difficult to comprehend
(particularly for the novice researcher), dull, and uninspiring. The omission
of explicit discussion of the research paradigm underpinning a study is also
common and calls have been made for more explicit delineation of the
paradigmatic foundations of studies by researchers in accounting (Ryan, et
al., 2002; Bisman, 2010b).

3.2.1

Constructivism and accounting research

Despite being perceived as an underutilised paradigm in mainstream
accounting research, many examples of scholarly work utilising aspects of
constructivism exist within specific sub‐disciplines, such as accounting
history (Ritson, 2002; Haynes, 2010; Gomes, Carnegie, Napier, Parker, &
West, 2011; Hammond, Clayton, & Arnold, 2012; Ikin, Johns, & Hayes,
2012) and management accounting (Ahrens & Chapman, 2006; Norreklit,
Norreklit, & Israelsen, 2006; Kakkuri‐Knuuttila, Lukka, & Kuorikoski, 2008;
Lambert & Pezet, 2011). Constructivist approaches are also evident in the
investigation of specific populations within the accounting profession, for
instance, female accountants (Still, 1997; Ramji, 2007; Wallace, 2009;
Dambrin & Lambert, 2012; Lupu, 2012), and in studies concerned with the
construction of the professional identity of accountants and accounting
associations (Hong, 2007; Haynes, 2008b; Jeacle, 2008; Ramirez, 2009;
Warren & Parker, 2009).
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From a functional point of view, all accounting research, even the most
positivist piece, is shaped by constructivism.

As noted by Quattrone

(2004), literature reviews and methodological sections of scholarly studies
become vehicles for the re‐construction of others' work. Furthermore,
studies that present analysis of quantitative data rely on a common
understanding (construction) between the researcher and the research
participants in that both parties are assumed to share the same value
system.

Described as a progressive approach to accounting research by
constructivist advocates (for instance, Young & Mouck, 1996; Quattrone,
2000, 2004; Ahrens et al., 2008; Maroun, 2012; and Parker, 2012), one of
the key drivers behind breaking away from traditional mainstream
accounting research paradigms, such as positivism, is the genuine desire by
some accounting researchers to reconnect accounting theory with
professional practice (Stone, 2001) and to promote the profession as a
career of choice. By way of example, one recent study investigated the
experience of South African women in male‐dominated professions (Martin
& Barnard, 2013). Using a constructivist grounded theory approach, these
authors recognised the challenges South African women face when
pursuing careers in male‐dominated professions (a theme that many other
accounting researchers worldwide have repeatedly identified). However,
what made their study stand out was that the authors were also able to
identify and communicate the resilience that these women showed ‐ a
finding rarely reported in positivist studies dealing with women's apparent
disadvantage in male‐dominated professions.

While the study is not

unique in itself, the ability of the authors to draw attention to the positives
in accounting careers for South African women underscores the value of
adopting a constructivist paradigm to communicate lived experience.

However, what becomes apparent from examining the majority of extant
literature that applies constructivism to understanding aspects of
accounting and the accounting profession, is the focus on historical issues,
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feminist perspectives, and the development and operation of professional
bodies of accountants. By way of contrast, the current study, in utilising a
constructivist approach to data gathering, analysis, interpretation, and
meaning‐making, offers insights into individual's contemporary experiences
of workplace fairness. It covers both genders, a range of cultural identities,
accounting firms of varying sizes and with differing geographical locations
(including highly under‐researched regional and rural locales), and
members (and non‐members) of an array of professional accounting
organisations. This particular slant ensures that alternative voices are not
lost, neglected, or drowned‐out. Thus, not only does this study provide the
opportunity to enrich and add depth to knowledge, but it also functions to
broaden the scope and inclusivity of participant coverage by gathering
opinions, attitudes, and lived experiences that may otherwise be
effectively overlooked or silenced in the existing quantum of constructivist
research in accounting.

While not entirely pointless to do so, trying to craft a single definition for
constructivism is incongruous as this requires the description to be
dispassionate and impartial, and which goes against the assumptions and
values that constructivism embodies (Potter, 1996; see also Highfield &
Bisman, 2012). Instead, another way of seeing is to be conscious of how
constructivism is synthesised by oneself and by others and this melds with
Schwandt's (1998) view that constructivism is a 'wide‐ranging eclectic
framework' (p. 42).

From an ontological perspective, constructivism

maintains that what is real is intangible and mentally constructed and is,
therefore, 'socially and experientially based' (Guba & Lincoln, 1994, p. 110).
Although what is real is specific to an individual, similarities may exist
between individuals and groups of individuals. As such, constructivism
does not predefine dependent or independent variables, rather it
concentrates on exploring how the participants make sense of a situation
at a particular point in time (Blaxter, et al., 2006), and this approach
harmonises with the 'how do' phrase in the primary research question.
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As an aid for investigators to comprehend the paradigm, Patton (2002)
summarises the features of constructivism as follows:


Subjectivity recognised and embraced;



Trustworthy;



Authentic;



Triangulation through apprehending and respecting multiple
realities;



Praxis ‐ active engagement with the data and subject matter and
not just theorising;



Particularity ‐ responses outside of those expected were equally
important and worthy of inclusion;



Verstehen ‐ in‐depth understanding;



Contributing to the exchange of ideas; and



Reflexivity through looking inward as a process of self critique and
appraisal.

3.2.2

Why constructivism appealed to the Researcher

As alluded to in Section 3.2, before the Researcher could begin to select
the most appropriate research paradigm, she had to look first inward to
grasp her own reality and flesh out how she made sense of her world. But
what was real (ontology), and how did she know what was real
(epistemology)? Not surprisingly, the need for this reflection was not
intuitively recognised nor understood by the Researcher at the start of this
journey.

Although an accountant principally trained to think in black and white,
right and wrong, good and bad, and debits and credits, the Researcher also
knew that her own public practice experience had made her acutely aware
early on in her career that fairness in the workplace goes way beyond 'one‐
for‐you and one‐for‐me'.

She also knew that even the best‐intended

processes and procedures were insufficient to guarantee organisational
justice, but what did other accountants, her professional colleagues, really
think? Figure 3.1 (on the next page) makes known the ontological and
epistemological assumptions the Researcher has made, and these beliefs
underlie the research reported in this thesis. By recognising that her own
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worldview may not match the worldview held by her professional
accounting colleagues, and in light of the research question posed, the
constructivist paradigm best matched the Researcher's beliefs and the
objectives of the research project.

Research perspective
Constructivism
Ontology
‐ what is real?
What I believe is
real may not be
what others
believe is real
Fig. 3.1

Epistemology
‐ how do I know?
I know what is
real because I ask
people to tell me
what is real

The research perspective

Researcher Reflection: Understanding myself and how I made sense of
the world was vital to producing high‐quality research that has been
personally satisfying and, more importantly, of value to society.

By looking inwardly to see what was real in her mind's eye, and how she
intended to uncover what was real for others, the Researcher became
better equipped to defend the research paradigm selected for her study
more persuasively.

Armed with this defence, and not content with

producing yet another cold and impersonal report, the Researcher set
about crafting a research plan to uncover, using a constructivist base, how
Australian accountants really perceive fairness in the workplace.

In addition to looking within, an essential feature of all high‐quality
research is that the paradigm selected accords with the research question
posed (Ticehurst & Veal, 1999).

Although positivism has dominated

business research from the time of the Great Depression (Gray, 2004),
interpretive paradigms, such as critical theory and constructivism, are now
widely applied to business research questions (Veal, 2005) and are gaining
acceptance from the wider academic community (Greene & McClintock,
1985). Additionally, the social nature of accounting has been recognised
for many years (Gaffikin, 2006a) and, as this study sought to explore the
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way professional accountants feel about workplace fairness, taking a
positivist approach may have failed to capture the social constructs central
to the research topic, as understood by the research participants,
appropriately.

In selecting the research paradigm for the current study, it was important
for people to feel their voices were being heard, so reducing people's
feelings to numbers, which is a common feature of the statistical
generalisations inherent in positivist research, may have alienated
participants, discouraged trust, and resulted in distorted data with
insufficient detail and of questionable accuracy (Weiss & Rupp, 2011). One
finding from the literature reviewed was that recognition is an important
factor in feeling good at work and, as noted by Margalit (1996), treating
people as numbers can be interpreted as a lack of recognition or even
outright rejection; a debate recently reignited by Bell and Khoury (2011),
who argued against the dehumanisation of the workplace. Taking a critical
approach was also inappropriate because the proposed study sought to
highlight what was actually occurring, rather than necessarily providing a
prescription for change, even though the concept of fairness is often
viewed as normative (Adams, 1963).

Adopting the principles of constructivism also allowed the Researcher to
give meaning to the way things are, and to expose factors that otherwise
could not be easily described with numbers or may even go unnoticed. In
this way, the Researcher offers useful commentary into the social structure
of the accounting profession and into interpersonal behaviour. While not
setting out to be a catalyst for change, the insights and reflections (as
presented in Chapter 6) may provide multiple options to enhance
workplace fairness rather than a single, one‐size‐fits‐all solution.

The

exploratory nature of the research question and the sensitivity of the topic
also pointed towards constructivism, as this approach allowed the
Researcher to uncover how her professional colleagues perceive fairness in
the workplace and, in doing so, would function to advance understandings
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of organisational justice with reference to public accounting practice,
particularly in rural and regional Australia.

However, the humanistic nature of the current research project does not
purport to be better or superior to any other research study, just that it is
different, and this distinction is what makes this piece of constructivist
research complementary to, rather than overriding previous studies into
organisational justice conducted in the public accounting domain.
Recognising the value of encouraging research diversity to ensure that
intellectual debate continues to flourish and that scholarly endeavours
address the needs and interests of the accounting profession, in a realistic
and practical way, is an important contribution of the current study (see
Arrington & Francis, 1989; Baxter, Boedker, & Chua, 2008; or Davila &
Oyon, 2008, for corroboration on this point).

3.2.3

Hermeneutics

Further promoting the importance of apprehending the research
phenomenon from the perspective of each participant, and complementing
the constructivist paradigm, are the distinctive features of hermeneutics
(Palmer, 1999; Arthos, 2009). A simple description of hermeneutics is the
'process of understanding' (Atkinson & Hammersley, 2007, p. 12), with a
specific emphasis on the analysis of texts57.

Hermeneutics has long been associated with religious understanding and
has been linked to Hermes, the messenger of the gods from Greek
mythology (Palmer, 1999).

However, rather than just conveying the

meaning intended by the research participant and positioning this meaning
within the relevant cultural backdrop, Gadamer (as quoted in Arthos, 2009)
contended that a 'true conversation is a lived with‐one‐another, in which
the one and the other unite themselves' (p. 4). Gadamer (2004) also points

57

In the broadest sense, 'text' or 'texts' signify more than just the written word and
include all forms of human communication, both tangible and intangible. For an
explanatory overview on this point see Schwandt (2007).
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out that the hermeneutical approach to understanding (or not
misunderstanding) is constrained by the 'prejudices and fore‐meanings
that occupy the interpreter's consciousness' (p. 295) and that the
interpreter cannot selectively choose which preconceptions will aid
understanding and which will distort it.

By adopting a hermeneutical approach to understanding, the Researcher
was compelled (and inspired) to delve into the dialog to draw out the
manifold nuances and explications embedded in the workplace interactions
communicated by the participants. These meanings may not always be
acknowledged or accepted by the participants (or by the various
audiences) but are gleaned from the conversations and presented in this
thesis as alternative points of view (Lopez & Willis, 2004).

Although

hermeneutics required the Researcher to be mindful of 'how [her] prior
understandings and prejudices shape[d] the interpretive process' (Denzin &
Lincoln, 2005, p. 27), the various viewpoints produced are 'constructions
that inevitably [reflect] the socio‐historical position and background
assumptions of the Researcher' (Atkinson & Hammersley, 2007, p. 12). The
methodology employed in this research project is also part of the wider
dialectical journey58 of connecting with the lived realities of the
participants through questioning and conversation (Schwandt, 2007).

3.2.4

Methodology

Within the constructivist paradigm, a qualitative approach is suitable for
exploring opinions (Golafshani, 2003), such as the perceptions of fairness in
the workplace.

58

Dialectics, within the realm of constructivism, calls for the researcher to compare and
contrast various interpretations through 'iteration, analysis, critique, reiteration,
reanalysis, and so on that leads eventually to a joint (among inquirer and respondents)
construction of a case (i.e., findings or outcomes)' (Schwandt, 1998, p. 243).
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van Maanen (1979) offers the following practical explanation of qualitative
methodology:
An umbrella term covering an array of interpretive
techniques which seek to describe, decode, translate, and
otherwise come to terms with meaning, not the frequency,
of certain more or less naturally occurring phenomena in the
social world (p. 520).
By way of contrast, quantitative inquiry seeks to examine phenomena in
terms of quantity, amount, intensity, and/or frequency (Denzin & Lincoln,
2008). According to Veal (2005), much of the business research to date has
focused on quantitative analysis primarily because the research questions
were framed to be quantifiable or qualitative data was subsequently
reported in a quantitative form, with those adhering to a positivist
approach believing quantitative analysis is the gold (and only) standard for
research. As such, a key difference between quantitative and qualitative
enquiry is that quantitative approaches focus on statistical significance,
whereas qualitative approaches seek to discover the behavioural
significance (Argyris, 1970; Gaffikin, 2006a) behind the choices individuals
make and the actions they take, and this represents another notable
distinguishing feature of the research presented in this study.

Although the tour of the fairness literature presented in Chapter 2 was not
exhaustive, the dearth of qualitative analysis involving professional
accountants in organisational justice research provides justification for
employing a qualitative approach in addressing the research question. In
addition, by continually relying on previous methodological approaches to
guide future research, important variables, factors, dimensions, or
perceptions may be overlooked or remain unidentified.

For instance,

Sweeney and Boyle (2005) noted that their quantitative study was only
able to account for thirty‐seven percent of the variation in job satisfaction
among Irish junior accountants, and called for more qualitative research to
review existing variables in terms of importance, and to identify new
factors that alter how fairness is played out in the workplace. This is a view
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previously expressed by Aryee and his team (1991) and, more recently,
calls to look beyond the numbers in organisational justice research have
been voiced by Gilliland, Steiner, and Skarlicki (2011), and by the many
other contributors to their edited book.

The distinction between qualitative and quantitative methodologies also
provides the foundation for the data analysis techniques chosen, and
shapes how research methodologies are judged in terms of quality and
value to society. While the standards for assessing and evaluating the
quality of quantitative research focus on internal validity, generalisability,
reliability, and objectivity, in qualitative research quality is viewed in terms
of credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985). How these qualities were incorporated into this research
project is documented later in this Chapter in Section 3.6.

While qualitative research is often denounced for being subjective and
misleading (Cavana, et al., 2001), this methodology has many advantages
that are not readily accessible to the quantitative researcher. For instance,
taking a qualitative approach to inquiry allowed the Researcher to become
'indwelling' (Cavana, et al., 2001, p. 135), in essence, to become one with
her participants and be empathetic with, and receptive to, their points of
view. As a qualitative researcher, she also had the opportunity to discover
tacit knowledge (Berger & Luckmann, 1966) because of the unique
relationship she fostered with each participant.

Championing a constructivist worldview and employing a qualitative
methodology also opened up multiple avenues to generate rich, deep, and
contextualised understandings of the research issue and, thereby, allowed
the Researcher to cultivate an appreciation of the socially constructed and
experienced realities of her participants. The results and findings also yield
practical insights into the implications of organisational justice for the
management of professional staff in public accounting firms and calls
attention to the fairness issues foremost in the minds of rural and regional
107

practitioners. Building on the ontological and epistemological assumptions
made by the Researcher, Figure 3.2 illustrates the link between the
research perspective and the methodology chosen for this study, and
forms the base on which the research route was planned.

Research perspective
Constructivism
Ontology
‐ what is real?
What I believe is
real may not be
what others
believe is real

Epistemology
‐ how do I know?
I know what is
real because I ask
people to tell me
what is real

Methodology
Qualitative
Fig. 3.2

The research design in the context of a qualitative methodology

3.3

Research roadmap

Although constructivism is a 'wide‐ranging eclectic framework' (Schwandt,
1998, p. 42), a detailed plan of the data collection and analysis processes
was required to ensure the objectives of the research were achieved and
research quality was built into the research design and not applied as a
quick‐fix modification after the study was completed.

Figure 3.3 (see opposite) illustrates the overall research design and
demonstrates the relationship of the components to one another and the
study sequence and, by its very nature, generated an informative research
loop that was only interrupted when no new themes, experiences, issues,
or events were uncovered.
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Research perspective
Constructivism
Ontology
‐ what is real?
What I believe is
real may not be
what others
believe is real

Epistemology
‐ how do I know?
I know what is
real because I ask
people to tell me
what is real

Methodology
Qualitative
Method

Organisational
justice theories

Possible extensions to
the organisational justice
knowledge base

Embedding the themes
in the broader
organisational justice
discourse

Viewing the emergent
themes within the
context of social practice

Prior research
findings

Identifying
a priori themes

Collecting personal
accounts, oral
histories, and
archival data

Information and
opinions from the
professional
domain and the
popular press

Concurrent
interviewing and
data analysis

Discovering
themes
Finding meaning
between the lines

Fig. 3.3

The research roadmap developed by the Researcher

3.3.1

Jump‐starting the data collection process

As highlighted in Section 2.6 of Chapter 2, little prior research into
organisational justice has included the public accounting profession (Parker
& Kohlmeyer, 2005), and even fewer researchers have engaged public
practitioners from small and mid‐sized firms outside of the Australian
metropolitan regions. As such, the impetus for this research was the desire
to give voice to this under‐researched, overlooked, and marginalised group
of professionals (the conclusions drawn by Ciccotosto, et al., 2008; Alam &
Nandan, 2010; Carr, et al., 2010b, support this position). How prospective
participants were subsequently located, contacted, and engaged with is
described comprehensively in Section 3.4.2.1 later in this chapter.
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To facilitate the capture of vivid data that was contextually explicit, a
'purposeful' approach (Patton, 2002, p. 273) to reaching out to likely
participants was taken, and a blend of convenience sampling, volunteer
sampling, snowball sampling, and criterion sampling techniques were used.
According to Patton (2002):
The logic and power of purposeful sampling lies in selecting
information‐rich cases for study in depth. Information‐rich
cases are those from which one can learn a great deal about
issues of central importance to the purpose of the inquiry,
thus the term purposeful sampling. Studying information‐
rich cases yields insights and in‐depth understanding rather
than empirical generalizations (p. 273).
In addition, …'the procedures of purposive sampling depend on emergent
design rather than a priori design. The decision to stop the sampling
process is made when redundancy of information occurs, not when a
statistical confidence level is reached' (Erlandson, et al., 1993, p. 148). As
such, a purposeful approach is useful when the research motivation is
focused to obtain rich data without the need to make subsequent
generalisations when presenting what the data revealed and is, in
consequence, an ideal approach to draw on within a constructivist
framework.

As a qualitative study set within a constructivist paradigm, predetermining
the absolute dataset size was inappropriate. Rather, by adopting the
principles of theoretical saturation, a bountiful and gravid dataset that was
ultimately self‐limiting emerged. As such, concurrent interviewing and
data analysis continued 'to the point of redundancy' (Lincoln & Guba, 1985,
p. 202), where (and when) the essence of the conversations began to
overlap, and when additional interviews and data analysis no longer
revealed fresh themes, issues, events, or experiences.
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Researcher Reflection: While I was guided by the principles of theoretical
saturation, the dataset composition was also shaped by my own
endurance limit and how much data I could process while ensuring the
analysis was timely and the reported findings remained relevant and
useful.

At the point of saturation, forty‐four interviews59 had been completed, and
the resulting raw data was assembled and reviewed. Although forty‐four
interviews were conducted, Guest, Bunce, and Johnson (2006), after
reviewing prior studies and conducting their own enquiry into datasets for
qualitative research, found that theoretical saturation could be achieved
from as few as twelve interviews. However, such quantitative heuristics
are not ideal, and so each investigator must decide when they have
reached the point of saturation based upon their own data and research
objectives60.

3.3.2

Triangulation

In research circles, triangulation is used to describe the process of using
multiple data sources, researchers, theories, and/or methods (Greene &
McClintock, 1985) to present a more complete view of the phenomenon
being studied. The goal of triangulation is to show that multiple ways of
looking at a phenomenon produce the same or similar results. Common
types of triangulation identified in studies involving accounting
professionals and organisational justice include the use of multiple
researchers61, multiple data sources62, and the application of different data
analysis techniques63. The rationale behind triangulation is that multiple
independent assessments of the same phenomenon are presented and,

59

Involving forty‐five participants.

60

A useful guide on sampling for qualitative research was written by Marshall (1996).

61

Including research conducted by Aranya, et al. (1986), Lander, Reinstein, and Henson
(1993), Raffield and Coglitore (1998), Smithson, et al. (2004), Parker and Kohlmeyer
(2005), Sweeney and Boyle (2005), Bowrey, et al. (2007), Chan, et al. (2008), and James
and Otsuka (2009).
62

Examples include research by Rhode, Sorensen, and Lawler (1977), O'Reilly, Chatman,
and Caldwell (1991), and Sheridan (1992).
63

As in O'Reilly, et al. (1991), and Johnson, et al. (2008).
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while each form of assessment has its own limitations and biases, the use
of triangulation can offset these deficiencies (Greene & McClintock, 1985).
For the constructivist researcher, triangulation takes on a slightly different
meaning whereby a researcher can use the principles of a triangulated
approach to aid in the apprehension of the most significant themes and
social realities that emerge from the data.

Triangulation has added importance for the research described in this
thesis because, from a traditional accounting perspective, triangulation
acts as a form of check‐sum. Drawing upon multiple data sources and
making use of multiple data collection modes, as well as employing a range
of data analysis techniques, allowed the (lone) Researcher to verify her
findings before offering them for peer review. This internal checking also
allows the Researcher to defend her research findings with improved
confidence and greater fervour, and increases the veracity of the
reflections and insights presented.

In addition to building confidence, the use of triangulation can avert some
of the general criticisms directed at qualitative endeavours, with aspects of
triangulation embedded within the current study including:


Within‐method triangulation (face‐to‐face, telephone, and email
interviews, as well as the Researcher's topical autobiographical
reflections);



Using secondary documents (where available) to support the
experiences and opinions shared by the participants;



Multiple participants from the same organisation;



Comparing rural and regional accounts of experiences with those
shared by city participants;



Contrasting the viewpoints of participants from the various
professional accounting bodies; and



Verification of the transcribed interview recordings by the
respective participants.
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3.3.3

Apprehending the lived experiences

Interviews are documented conversations between the research
participants and the interviewer and can vary widely in format (Gray,
2004). For example, in a structured interview, the interviewer asks the
same predetermined questions to every participant. In this instance, the
level of participant/interviewer interaction is often limited. Furthermore,
the form of the interview and of the data collected focuses on specific
variables, frequently dominated by close‐ended questions and the use of
scales, which matches more with positivist approaches to research. The
use of traditional Likert‐type scales to stratify64 the responses given to
structured survey questions has been criticised because the area between
each interval is often assumed to represent a constant rate of change, but
as the response to changes in fairness often fluctuates, or may not be
linear, these types of scales may fail to capture fully the importance of the
issue, particularly the extreme instances (Gilliland, 2008).

From a constructivist perspective, Likert‐type scales also assume that the
research participants share the same value system as the survey
instrument author, thereby ignoring the existence of multiple realities. By
way of contrast, in an unstructured interview, the interviewer guides the
general focus of the interview, but gives the participant latitude to shape
the direction and pace of the conversation, as well as the quantity and
depth of the information revealed.

Where the nature of the research is largely exploratory and when
perceptions and feelings are paramount, semi‐structured interviews can be
particularly useful as this format affords flexibility to explore leads and seek
clarification, as well as to encourage the participant to go into further
detail. This flexibility provides additional advantages over other methods,
such as self‐report questionnaires, because the interviewer can clarify
misunderstandings and bring in sensitive or difficult topics in real‐time,
thereby adding to the compass of the data collected while still asking each
64

The process of partitioning data into distinct or non‐overlapping groups.
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participant a similar, but not necessarily identical, set of questions for data
comparison.

Semi‐structured interviewing is also an approach that marries with
constructivism and is a prudent format when interviewing highly educated
professionals because of the degree of respect these individuals expect
(Aberbach & Rockman, 2002).

In contrast to traditional research

instruments, unstructured or semi‐structured interviews also allow the
interviewer to become the research instrument (Caulley, 1994), and this is
a hallmark of interpretivism.

The benefits arising from deploying the

Researcher as the instrument in this doctoral project include65:

i.

Responsiveness ‐ the Researcher was able to immediately act
upon signals from her participant and the situation, and
incorporate this information into the body of the conversation, as
well as appropriately phrase the next line of enquiry.

ii.

Adaptability ‐ unlike preset questionnaires and experiments, the
Researcher was able to adapt to accommodate changes in the
situation and to meet the needs of her participant.

iii.

Holistic emphasis ‐ by being responsive and adaptable, the
Researcher could draw out specific lines of enquiry that emerged
during the conversations without sacrificing the bigger picture.

iv.

Knowledge beyond the stated ‐ in view of the professional
connection between the Researcher and her participants, valuable
implicit information embedded within the use of jargon and
'Australianisms', as well as pitch and pace of voice became
apparent, as did silence.

65

Adapted from the work of Caulley (1994), see also Lincoln and Guba (1985).
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v.

Processual immediacy ‐ although technological advances allow for
almost immediate data processing, the Researcher provided a
'human touch' and was able to take in the fullness of the
conversations and to expand on any newly revealed knowledge in
real‐time in a warm and understanding way.

vi.

Opportunity for clarification and summarisation ‐ to complement
processual immediacy, during each interview the Researcher
mentally distilled the core of the conversation and this allowed
her to seek immediate clarification and further elucidation from
the participant and, at the same time, allowed the participant to
put right any misunderstanding.

vii.

Opportunity to explore atypical or idiosyncratic responses ‐ as
the Researcher was not looking to make statistical generalisations
nor judge the rightness or wrongness of the matters raised,
responses outside of those expected were equally important and
worthy of inclusion in this research project.

To create the optimal interview setting, it was also imperative that the
Researcher was aware of the commonalities and divergences that existed
in the interview relationship. Aldridge (1993) stated that such awareness
promotes effective interviewing. For example, a young researcher may
have difficulty in establishing their credibility, particularly when the age
difference between the researcher and the participant is substantial
(Odendahl & Shaw, 2002). However, Stephens (2007), when interviewing
elites from the field of economics, noted that he was able to use this age
difference to his advantage as his relationship with his participants
mimicked that of PhD student/supervisor.

Similarly, the professional

qualifications and previous public accounting experience of the Researcher,
coupled with her knowledge of rural and regional communities within
Australia, were advantageous in making a personalised but professional
connection with each participant.
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Although interviews are a powerful way to help participants express their
feelings in a nonthreatening environment, the quality of the interview and
the usefulness of the data collected are a function of the Researcher's
interview technique, ability to listen actively, record discretely, and think
simultaneously. Practical limitations, such as time constraints, participant
availability, and participant/researcher needs, were also important factors
considered when finalising the research design, as well as in the
assessment of overall research quality.

While it is not common for interviews to act as the primary source of data
collection when studying issues relating to organisational justice and the
accounting profession, authors such as Sweeney and Boyle (2005) and,
more recently, Gilliland and his colleagues (2011) have called for future
research endeavours to include more in‐depth methods of data collection,
such as interviews. The rationale being to re‐examine the factors currently
associated with fairness opinions of accounting professionals from a fresh
perspective and this may lead to the identification of new factors that may
be relevant to these viewpoints. In view of the central research question,
and the paucity of prior research into organisational justice and the
accounting profession, the use of semi‐structured interviews as the
primary method of data collection for this research project was
appropriate and value adding.

3.3.4

Conversation starters: Constructing the interview guide

Although referred to as an interview guide throughout this thesis, the
nature of this document was more a compilation of conversation starters
to assist participants with 'cued recall' (Guo, Rupp, Weiss, & Trougakos,
2011, p. 20). Drawing on prior research and with specific focus on the
central research question, a list of promising areas of interest was drafted
and Figure 3.4 (opposite) illustrates the major a priori themes identified.
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Gender
comparison

Rural versus
city divide

How do
accountants
perceive
fairness in the
workplace?

Cultural
identity

Level of
tolerance

Fig. 3.4

The general themes woven into the interview guide

From a best‐practice perspective, a well‐designed interview guide is an
important tool, even for semi‐structured interviews, and supported the
Researcher in the following ways:

i.

Assisted the Researcher at the content level (Cavana, et al., 2001,
p. 150) to cover all areas of interest while allowing for immediate
culling of less important topics if time constraints or other issues
arose during the interview66, while still allowing the participant to
shape the direction and pace of the conversation. Recognising the
importance of jointly constructing the narrative, the interview
guide also acted as a template for the Researcher to jot down her
thoughts during the interview without the need to write copious
notes and, thereby, reduced the risk of diverting her attention
from actively listening to, and engaging with, her participants;

ii.

Provided the Researcher at the process level (Cavana, et al., 2001,
p. 150) with a visual cue to probe for additional information, and
to remind her to encourage each participant to reflect on their
own experiences and observations; and

66

For instance, when a participant indicated at the start of the interview that they were
only available for a short period because of other commitments.
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iii.

Aided the Researcher at the executive level (Cavana, et al., 2001,
p. 150) with timekeeping and provided her with a range of options
to keep energy in the conversations and to facilitate the timely
conclusion of each interview.

While a basic set of questions was developed to support the initial research
proposal, on reflection it is evident that the interview guide evolved over
the course of data collection into a compilation of conversation starters
and connectors. The first distinct phase was the pilot study, which is
outlined in more detail in Section 3.4.1.

The second distinct phase required the Researcher to construct
personalised interview guides for each participant, while ensuring that the
core research questions were included. How each interview schedule was
constructed was influenced by the knowledge the Researcher had of each
participant, such as the participant's job function, career stage, and
workplace experiences. Where a participant had been contacted through a
comment posted to, or discussion instigated on, an online accounting
forum, questions relevant to the research topic that expanded on the
information in their post were crafted. For example, if a participant had
indicated in their post that they were not born in Australia then, instead of
asking 'Have you always lived in Australia?', the question was rephrased as,
for instance, 'You mentioned in your post to [insert name of forum] that
you came from a non‐English speaking background; What motivated you to
move to Australia?'

Demographic information revealed during the interview also shaped the
flow of the conversation. For instance, unless otherwise known prior to
the interview, participants were asked if they had ever lived overseas and
the response to this question then guided the Researcher to the next
appropriate bundle of cues about cultural differences and assimilation.
Similarly, if a participant indicated they were a member of a particular
professional accounting body, they were asked to comment on the reasons
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behind their choice.

While the initial intention was to interview

professional accountants, the participant's job function became a pivotal
point as six human resource professionals from the accounting industry
also participated.

Personalising the interview guide prior to each interview also allowed the
Researcher to develop probing questions specific to each participant and
demonstrated, to the participant, the Researcher's genuine interest in each
person as an individual rather than just as 'another research subject'
making up the numbers. The evolving and customised nature of the
interview guide also reflects the Researcher's recognition of the differing
social and professional realities inhabited by different participants.
Examples of the interview guides used are included as Appendices 7.3.2
and 7.3.3.

3.4

Bringing together the experiences and opinions

3.4.1

Initial insight ‐ pilot study

A pilot study was undertaken during November and December 2009. The
purpose of the pilot was to refine the research design and to check for
problems or omissions in the interview guide. Initially, five interviews were
conducted (three face‐to‐face and two via telephone), and the
Researcher's autobiographical reflections were also documented67.

The Researcher drew on friends and colleagues (and colleagues of the
Researcher's supervisor) for the initial study and, as such, people were
invited to participate on a convenience basis.

67

How the Researcher recorded her autobiographical reflections and the justification for
doing so is documented in Section 7.3.1 of Chapter 7.
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Table 3.2 summarises the various professional work experiences of the
participants68 in the pilot study.

Experience

Participant 00P 01P 02P 03P 04P 05P

Postgraduate research in accounting
Public Practice experience ‐ Employee
Public practice experience ‐ Principal
Rural or regional work experience
Has lived/worked overseas
In the workforce for more than 20 years









































Tab. 3.2 Accounting related experience of the pilot study participants

All pilot participants were pre‐tasked (Cooper & Schindler, 2006)
approximately one week prior to the interview.

Pre‐tasking was

undertaken by providing each participant with a four‐page summary of the
research, as well as additional verbal information furnished on an informal
basis.

3.4.1.1 Issues highlighted during the pilot study
Even though the participants were known to the Researcher, demographic
information, such as job function, career stage, and current employment
status, was collected during the first part of the pilot interviews. Collecting
this information at the beginning of the interview was intended to build
rapport by engaging in polite conversation of a more general nature
(Babbie, 1990). Demographic showcards were used in the first three pilot
interviews (P01, P02, and P03). It was anticipated that using showcards
would have the benefit of allowing the participant to read the options and
think about their reply without having to listen to the Researcher recite
each one. Only one version of each showcard was used and, since the
showcards related to employment status and career progression, elements
such as list‐order response bias (Duffy, 2003) and social desirability effect
68

The pilot participants included three accounting academics, one former rural public
practitioner now working as the group chief financial officer for an Australian
multinational, and one rural chief executive officer who reluctantly had to relocate to the
city to find work, as well as the Researcher's topical autobiographical reflections.
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(McMorris, et al., 2009) were not considered to have any significant impact
on the participants' responses. Although initially used, the demographic
showcards were ineffective during pilot interviews 04P and 05P as these
were conducted by telephone and, as the majority of subsequent
interviews were also conducted by telephone, the use of demographic
showcards was discontinued.

While relevant demographic information is useful for data stratification, it
was the Researcher's experience that requesting demographic data at the
beginning made the pilot interviews feel somewhat stilted and detracted
from the intended conversational nature of the discussion.

This was

particularly noticeable when listening to the audio‐recordings of these
interviews. As such, innovative ways of collecting relevant demographic
information were found and these avenues are detailed in Section 3.4.2.4
of this chapter.

A showcard providing a definition of organisational justice was also
provided to the first three pilot participants as part of the interview
introduction process. The purpose of the definition showcard was to help
contextualise (Gibson & Brown, 2009) the research for the participant.
However, the use of this showcard was also discontinued in later
interviews because the showcard may have had the effect of seeding
participants with one particular worldview (as well as being impractical).
As the focus of the research was to capture perceptions of organisational
justice from the participants' perspective, subsequent participants, instead,
were asked to describe their impression of fairness in the workplace.
Asking each participant for their interpretation, and for them to relate their
understanding to examples from their career, was an effective way to
encourage sharing of both positive and negative fairness experiences, and
was more in line with the intended conversational nature of the interview.
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While individuals may recall events that generate negative emotions more
readily that events resulting in positive emotions (Liebrand, et al., 1986;
Ben‐Ze've, 2000), the pilot suggested that both positive and negative
fairness experiences might not be easily recalled. Four of the six pilot
participants could not think of anything specific from their career that was
unjust or overtly fair, even though one participant (04P) had an unfair
experience in the preceding twelve months that was still not fully resolved
at the time of the interview. It was not that this participant was unwilling
to share this experience, but that he just did not initially connect the event
with organisational justice.

This outcome (coupled with the early reservations expressed by the
Researcher's colleagues and friends when told of the research topic),
implied that organisational justice, outside the academic sphere, was not a
commonly

understood

misinterpretation.

term

and

may,

therefore,

be

open

to

To overcome any potential misunderstandings, all

publicly available information about the research project was revised to
communicate justice and fairness as interchangeable terms for the purpose
of this study.

To support this decision, a keyword search was conducted on a subset of
the texts gathered for the literature review (Chapter 2).

The texts

scrutinised included quantitative and qualitative research studies,
government and industry reports, and other scholarly works. These texts
were singled out as they drew upon the Australian accounting field and
addressed matters previously identified with organisational justice, such as
turnover intentions, gender bias, job satisfaction, rural and regional
concerns, and recruitment. This search, although not exhaustive, revealed
that of the fifty‐seven works identified, only eight included the term
'justice' and, of these studies, only three explicitly used the phrase
'organisational justice' (see Scandura, 1997; Rae & Subramaniam, 2008;
and Jepsen & Rodwell, 2012).

122

Of the remaining five studies noted above, two studies included
distributive justice and/or procedural justice (Campbell & Heales, 2008;
Hall & Smith, 2009), and in the final three studies 'justice' was: (1) likened
to fairness (Winter & Monroe, 2006); (2) expressed as social and economic
justice (Windsor & Auyeung, 2006); or (3) referred to in the wider context
of ethical dilemmas (Davidson, et al., 2001). Perhaps not surprisingly, no
government‐sponsored
'organisational justice'.

or

industry

reports

included

the

phrase

These observations further indicate that

organisational justice, as a descriptive term, is predominantly used only by
a minority of researchers investigating issues relevant to fairness in the
workplace, and this discovery provides further robust justification for
utilising 'organisational justice' and 'fairness in the workplace' as
interchangeable terms throughout this thesis.

Researcher Reflection: The discovery that 'organisational justice' is not a
commonly understood phrase outside of academia emphasises the value
of keeping an open mind when searching for literature connected to the
research topic. Further, it accentuates the importance of constructing
research questions using simple everyday terms that connect to the
research participants' worldview, whilst respecting their commitment to
their profession or vocation.

The pilot study also indicated that restricting the target population to small
accounting firms was challenging.

For some pilot participants, events

occurred many years earlier and they could not recall the precise number
of employees in the firm at the time of the incident. This recall dilemma
could cause interested individuals to self‐exclude. However, the makeup of
the target geography (that is, rural and regional locales across Australia)
indicated that the majority of accounting practices in these areas were
small (and medium) sized firms, therefore, for pragmatic reasons 'small'
was removed from the research plan. This revision to the research agenda,
while not significant, did garner additional participants that might not
otherwise have volunteered because of their firm's overall size.

For

instance, one participant (16T) worked for a firm with more than 140
employees and principals, and with offices throughout rural New South
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Wales. While each separate office may be regarded as small, overall this
firm was a significant rural employer and did not fit the definition of a small
organisation based on employee numbers (Australian Bureau of Statistics,
2005). Other researchers have also lamented that attempting to define
what constitutes a small firm is 'no easy task' (Holmes & Zimmer, 1994, p.
98; for similar views see Baard & Watts, 2007; and Sonti, 2010).
Alternative metrics that are frequently used, such as an annual turnover of
less than AUD1 million, were also considered, however, these substitute
definitions required participants to have information about their employer
or past employer, which may not be publicly available.

Researcher Reflection: While the issues identified in the pilot study are
specific to this research project, they are important for future qualitative
(and quantitative) researchers in that they signal potential pitfalls that
may compromise the overall quality of a research project.

While emailing potential participants was useful for the pilot study,
limitations on the amount of information the Researcher could realistically
provide prompted the development of a dedicated website for the
research project. The website provided a professional presentation of the
research aims and invited interested people to participate. Apart from
providing a professional presence accessible via the internet, a major
benefit of the website was that potential participants could learn about the
study at a time that suited them and could do so anonymously. Visitor
statistics were not collected, as it was essential that visitor privacy be
protected. While additional security measures may have overcome any
concerns, there were no perceived additional benefits to the study. The
web address is www.fairnesszone.com and copies of the html web pages
are marked as Appendix 7.3.4.

Following completion of the pilot study and subsequent minor adjustments
to the research design, further participants were sought, with the first
post‐pilot interview being conducted in April 2010.
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3.4.2

Starting the conversation

3.4.2.1 Making contact
Multiple avenues were used to contact potential participants, with
personalised letters and emails being the primary contact method.
Following the pilot, past colleagues and professional friends were
contacted to garner their support and as a convenient way to attract
volunteers through their networks of colleagues and peers.

These

colleagues were asked to pass on the details of the study to anyone (and
everyone) who might be interested. Samples of convenience are not
uncommon in business and accounting research (examples include
Sweeney & Boyle, 2005; Scott & Colquitt, 2007; Chan, et al., 2008; Johnson,
et al., 2008; Lightbody, 2009; Mintchik & Farmer, 2009; and Bipp, 2010)
and,

although

this

way

of

attracting

participants

is

relatively

straightforward, it is not without its limitations.

Appealing to colleagues and friends takes an opportunistic approach to
enlisting participants (Buchanan, et al., 1988), and close relationships can
unintentionally distort the data, which may detract from the credibility and
transferability of the findings. Dependent relationships may also lead to
people participating begrudgingly because they feel compelled to do so
rather than contributing voluntarily.

However, trust and rapport are

essential to producing fertile data and this richness may be held back if the
relationship is not mutually respectful (Buchanan, et al., 1988). It has also
been asserted that trust and rapport can reduce the likelihood that a
participant will intentionally mislead or deceive the researcher (Buchanan,
et al., 1988)69. However, trust and rapport cannot overcome problems that
may be associated with defective memory recall or the abridging of a story
for the sake of expediency, conciseness, simplicity, or politeness.

69

While this claim relies on cordial dealings, as with all behavioural research caution
should be exercised when applying the results as the research findings may not be
applicable to other populations in spite of the level of trust or rapport shown (Windsor &
Auyeung, 2006).
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While making contact with past colleagues generated much interest and
encouragement, it was unsuccessful in securing further participants for the
study.

At the same time, requests were made to the three major

professional accounting bodies in Australia to include details of the study in
their electronic newsletters.

The Institute of Public Accountants Ltd

(formerly the National Institute of Accountants) generously agreed and a
copy of the e‐newsletter to its members is included as Appendix 7.3.5. This
avenue is known to have secured one participant. While the Institute of
Public Accountants Ltd published details regarding participation in the
study, this professional body did not endorse or influence the research70.

Emails of introduction were also sent to the convenors of various rural and
regional accounting discussion groups and relevant online business
directories.

This contact method garnered some interest and was

successful in securing at least one interviewee. Business name cards, with
the research topic printed on the reverse side, were also freely distributed
at every opportunity (such as at research workshops, conferences,
networking events, and meetings) and this is known to have secured at
least one participant. A copy of the business name card is included as
Appendix 7.3.6.

In addition to establishing a dedicated website (www.fairnesszone.com),
other electronic methods of promotion were utilised.

These avenues

comprised posting comments on electronic news articles, expanding the
Researcher's profile on sites such as LinkedIn and ZoomInfo, and joining
various accounting interest groups on Facebook, such as CPA Australia Ltd,
The Institute of Chartered Accountants in Australia, and the Institute of
Public Accountants Ltd.

Participants were also attracted via a paid

advertisement in CPA Australia Ltd's professional magazine, InTheBlack in

70

In soliciting assistance from the professional accounting bodies, preserving the
credibility of the lived experiences shared by the participants was of paramount
importance. As such, it was essential that the Researcher remained independent and not
be governed or constrained by priorities that may have been imposed on the study in
exchange for greater support.
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October 2010 (p. 73, see also Appendix 7.3.7). While CPA Australia Ltd
published the advertisement, this professional body did not endorse or
influence the research, and the placement of the advertisement was via
CPA Australia Ltd's media agent on standard commercial terms.

Extensive searching of the internet was also used to identify possible
participants. In particular, public practice websites, the Yellow Pages, the
White Pages, and the Find an Accountant function on the professional
accounting bodies' websites provided useful leads. Considerable time was
taken to confirm the details to ensure correspondence was not misdirected
because of practice mergers, staff changes, or incorrect information. For
instance, where multiple postal addresses for the same firm were found,
the correct details were confirmed via telephone.

Researcher Reflection: Although time‐consuming to confirm correct
postal addresses, this attention to detail may be one reason why no
'return to sender' mail was received.

Where a firm's website provided the names of its accounting staff and their
work email addresses, a personalised email invitation was sent to each
accountant listed, inclusive of a copy of the participant information pack as
an attachment (see Appendix 7.3.8 for a copy of the email text). The
information pack provided a concise two‐page explanation of the research
project and an outline of what was required of the participant. A draft
Letter of Consent was also included, together with a template for recording
continuing

professional

development

activities

connected

with

participating in the study. A copy of the participant information pack is
provided in Appendix 7.3.9. In excess of 200 personal email invitations
were sent via a Charles Sturt University maintained email address
(chighfield@csu.edu.au). Where a personalised email address was not
available for a prospective participant, an invitation to participate was sent
via Australia Post. Invitations sent via Australia Post also included a copy of
the participant information pack and a stamped addressed envelope for
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the return of the signed Letter of Consent. One hundred and twenty‐three
personal invitations, targeting rural and regional accountants, were sent
via this route.

Potential participants were also identified via CPA Australia Ltd and the
Institute of Public Accountant Ltd's discussion forums, and this is an
example of how 'purposeful sampling' (Patton, 2002, p. 273) was applied in
this study.

Posts to relevant forums were reviewed and possible

participants were identified in light of the discussions that they had
initiated or to which they had contributed. These individuals were sent a
personalised email invitation as outlined above. While the Researcher was
mindful of the importance of representing a broad cross‐section of views
from the profession, other deliberate stratification techniques, such as age,
gender, or professional body affiliation, did not restrict participation.

Other avenues by which to locate prospective participants included the
Researcher participating in online forums, blogs, meetings, and contacting
people who had posted articles or relevant information on the internet.
Proactive networking was particularly fruitful, bringing in eleven
participants with an additional eighteen referrals, of which fourteen people
were happy to volunteer (including five human resource professionals
working in public accounting firms and one accountant who now consults
to accounting firms to enhance staff management, among other things)71;
as a result, participant numbers grew or snowballed. While this approach
to attracting participants was particularly productive, it represents an
important enhancement (change) to the initial target population of rural
and regional accountants. Expanding the research boundaries to include
accountants with metropolitan public practice and/or commercial
experience facilitated the comparing of views of country‐based
accountants with their metropolitan‐based counterparts, thus providing an

71

Additionally, one firm of rural public practitioners requested their human resource
manager to participate on their behalf (bringing the number of participants classified as
human resource professionals to six).
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important platform for drawing greater attention to the pressing concerns
faced by accountants who live and work in rural and regional locales.

Broadening of the scope of the research project also provided access to
migrant accountants (a group of professionals under‐represented in rural
and regional locales). Migrant accountants represent an important subset
of accountants that may be able to help alleviate the current skills shortage
and, longer term, provide alternative succession opportunities for
accounting firms in country locales. Extending the search also connected
with accountants who had left the profession, as well as accountants who
had been unsuccessful in securing a professional position within public
practice.

As such, broadening the scope of the research project was

ultimately extremely beneficial as it brought into focus how particular
aspects of the social realities experienced by Australian accountants were
set apart as a consequence of these diverse locales (on this point, see
Hancock, Howieson, Kavanagh, Kent, Tempone, & Segal, 2009; or Bisman,
in press), and varied cultural identities. From a practical perspective, being
open to diversity had the added bonus of generating a steadier stream of
participants to ensure that the Researcher kept her interviewing technique
honed.

To narrow the search, particularly when using electronic sources,
functional criteria reflecting the core research question were developed,
with the general prerequisites being:


Currently working in or had worked in a rural or regional locale; or



Applied to work in or had worked in a public accounting firm
regardless of location; or



Felt unfairly treated, or witnessed others being unfairly treated,
during their professional accounting career.

These criteria, while focusing on rural and regional accountants with public
practice experience, also allowed for the inclusion of metropolitan‐based
practitioners and accountants working in the commercial sphere.
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The pragmatic reasons behind these prerequisites include:


Allowed for a more personalised and targeted approach to
contacting prospective participants, which was in keeping with
professional courtesy;



Time and cost constraints of data collection; and



Logistical considerations, including the potential for data overload
and/or the gathering of redundant data.

As an opt‐in study that required participants to volunteer their time for a
personal interview, a conscious decision was made to stagger sending out
the interview requests.

This approach was taken to ensure that the

participant's preferred interview time was available (a key consideration
suggested

by

Morrissey,

1970),

unanticipated

delays

could

be

accommodated, the Researcher was not overwhelmed with interview
acceptances, transcription turnaround time was maintained at less than
fifteen days, and to allow for reflection and data analysis between each
interview. This staggered approach was also constructive, as germane
issues previously unidentified often arose, and this allowed the data
analysis process to inform subsequent data collection; a best‐practice
advocated by authoritative researchers such as Gibson and Brown (2009).
Further, the overall benefit of using such a staggered approach is in
keeping with the hermeneutical and dialectical nature of the methodology
employed in this research project.

3.4.2.2 Obtaining informed consent
Every invitation to participate also included a draft Letter of Consent.
Participants had the option of providing their written authority by
returning the signed Letter of Consent by email, facsimile, or post, or by
sending an email direct to the Researcher specifically giving their informed
consent. A copy of the Letter of Consent is included as part of Appendix
7.3.9.
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3.4.2.3 Unique participant identifier
Once a person indicated their willingness to participate, they were
allocated a unique alphanumeric identifier which included the interview
mode (e.g., 01P, 02T, 03E, where P = pilot, T = telephone, and E = email). A
handwritten register (small notebook) was kept by the Researcher listing
each participant's unique identifier, contact details, interview particulars,
and a brief summary of other pertinent information.

Researcher Reflection: Initially, a more detailed participant identification
label including the date of the interview was used. However, as the
dataset grew, this identification method became cumbersome, difficult to
manage, and visually confusing. Additionally, I found it easier to recall a
particular participant/conversation when associated with just a three‐
character identification label.

3.4.2.4 Knowing the participant
As noted above in Section 3.4.1.1, requesting demographic information at
the beginning made the pilot interviews feel somewhat stilted and, from
the perspective of the Researcher, detracted from the planned
conversational nature of the discussion.

Moreover, it was often not

necessary to ask direct demographic questions as the details were
disclosed as part of the discussion or as background to the answers given.
Furthermore, some demographic information, as well as career milestones
and organisational highlights, were freely available from secondary
sources. These sources included company websites, career websites (such
as www.seek.com.au), newspapers, and magazine articles, as well as social
media and professional networking sites, such as Facebook, LinkedIn, and
ZoomInfo, along with publicly available industry and community records.

Researcher Reflection: Gathering background information prior to the
interview also allowed me to phrase additional questions more
personally. This friendly style kept the conversation flowing and was an
enjoyable way to learn more about each participant.
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Many of the secondary data sources were quite extensive and provided
details of the participants' work histories, qualifications, and social
interests. As such, prior to each interview, publicly available background
information about each participant was collected wherever possible. This
preparation gave the Researcher valuable insight into each participant, and
helped build rapport during the interview because of the Researcher's
familiarity and awareness. Even simple facts, such as the size and location
of the town and the local news for the region, were valuable conversation
connectors.

3.4.2.5 Pre‐tasking
Although part of the pilot study research design, formal pre‐tasking
(Cooper & Schindler, 2006) of post‐pilot participants was not routinely
undertaken as it may have had the effect of implanting participants with
one particular point of view. The Researcher was mindful that as busy
professionals, the participants were volunteering their time, and so the
majority of participants were not formally pre‐tasked.

Instead, the

following paragraph (or a similar customised version) was included as part
of the information sheet:
As an accounting professional with public practice
experience in a rural and/or regional locale, I would be
grateful if you would share your experiences and opinions of
fairness in the workplace during a personal telephone
interview. You may also wish to share your thoughts and
feelings about an instance you believe demonstrates fairness
or unfairness in the workplace. Although the common
interpretation of organisational justice is skewed toward
unfairness, I am equally interested in learning about
experiences of preferential treatment that you may have
received or witnessed others receiving.
Two participants (30T and 38T) did ask, however, if any preparation was
required. These participants were advised there was no need for formal
preparation, but that the interview would begin by asking:

i.
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When you look back on your career, have you ever felt unfairly
treated or witnessed any instances of unfairness?

ii.

Looking back on your career, can you think of an instance where
someone might have been treated too fairly?

Three of the six human resource professionals interviewed were also
formally pre‐tasked at their request. A modified version of the interview
guide was used as the pre‐tasking document for these participants (see
Appendix 7.3.3).

3.4.2.6 Conversing via telephone or face‐to‐face
Following completion of the pilot study, formal interviewing commenced in
April 2010 and actively continued until March 201172. By the end of 2011,
thirty‐eight post‐pilot interviews had been conducted, taking the total
number of interviews, including the pilot, to forty‐four73. The majority of
the telephone interviews took place during normal business hours,
however, some of the participants requested the interview be conducted
during their lunch break or after work. As the participants chose the time
and their location for the interview, it was less likely that any participant
moderated the conversation because of unfavourable situational
conditions, threats to confidentiality, or other off‐putting influences. A
single recording was undertaken using a standard digital dictation device
with an attachable telephone‐recording earpiece74.

In addition to seeking permission to audio‐record the interview as part of
the Letter of Consent, the first question asked of all participants was if they
had any objections to the recording of the interview. All participants
interviewed by telephone or face‐to‐face agreed to the interview being
audio‐recorded and their response was documented as the first item in the
typed interview transcript.

72

A later email interview was conducted in November 2011.

73

This figure includes the Researcher's autobiographical reflections and a teleconference
with two human resource professionals, taking the total number of participants to forty‐
five.
74

Immediately following each interview, the audio file was transferred from the recording
device to the Researcher's laptop and tested for sound quality. For a detailed account of
how the dataset was managed, refer to Appendix 7.1.4.
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Table 3.3 shows the interview modes used while Table 3.4 shows the
interview duration.

Interview mode

Number

Autobiographical reflection
2Face‐to‐face
Telephone*
e‐Email

1

Total

3
37
3
44*

* One interview was a teleconference with two participants.
Tab. 3.3 Modes used to capture the conversations

Telephone interview duration

Minutes

Average 

40‐45

Shortest 

18

Longest 

85

Tab. 3.4 Duration of the telephone interviews

While the research design allowed for multiple interview modes, telephone
interviewing was the principal technique used.

Although there are

disadvantages attached to all forms of data collection (United States
General Accounting Office, 1991; Gray, 2004; Sturges & Hanrahan, 2004;
Roberts, Jackle, & Lynn, 2006; Irvine, Drew, & Sainsbury, 2013), potential
shortcomings associated with telephone interviewing in this study were
acknowledged and incorporated into the data collection process as points
of favourable difference.

In addition, the traditional disadvantages

associated with positivist research using telephone interviews to collect
data (Fontana & Frey, 2008) did not arise in this constructivist study. As
such, conversing by telephone proved to be a productive and enjoyable
way to get to know each participant. Table 3.5 (shown on the following
page) outlines some of the advantages and disadvantages of telephone
interviewing specific to this study, and indicates how these shortcomings
were dealt with.
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Benefits
Logistically less challenging
than face‐to‐face
interviewing, saving
travelling cost and time, as
well as allowing the inclusion
of participants in
geographically remote
locations.

Shortcomings/Action taken

More opportunity for participants to be
'unavailable'. Action ‐ Flexibility and
perseverance by the Researchers paid
off in this regard.

Unable to gather non‐verbal cues, such
as body language, and the Researcher
Absence of unintended
was not able to experience firsthand
the physical environment of the locale.
and/or potentially leading
visual cues from the
Action ‐ Drew on verbal cues and active
listening to capture the richness of the
Researcher. The
Researcher's actions, such as stories shared. Researched the local
writing notes, did not distract area for points of topical interest, and
the participant.
'got to know' the participant before
conducting the interview (see Section
3.4.2.4).
Quality of the voice over internet
protocol (VoIP) connection was a
The Researcher was able to
consideration. Action ‐ Equipment
concentrate on active
checks were performed before each
listening and controlling
interview, potential problems were
vocal emotions without the
anticipated (e.g., batteries of audio‐
need to control visual cues.
recording equipment running low), but
no major problems were encountered.
The Researcher was in
familiar surroundings (e.g., at
Showcards were impractical. Action ‐
her desk), which helped
Showcards were discontinued following
minimise nervousness and
the pilot study as they may have had
gave access to additional
the unintended effect of seeding the
materials and aids that would
participants with a particular point of
not have been practical to
view (see Section 3.4.1.1).
use during face‐to‐face
interviews.
Potential for participants to lose focus
and undertake other tasks or respond
to interruptions. Action ‐ Through
The lack of visual
active listening, conversing with the
identification provided some participants (rather than my turn, your
degree of anonymity for the
turn dialogue), and responding to their
participant.
verbal cues, the Researcher was able to
retain their interest and remained
engaged with each participant
throughout the conversation.
Tab. 3.5 The practicalities of telephone interviewing in this research project
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3.4.2.7 Conversing via email
Each email interview was conducted slightly differently, reflecting the
customised and personalised nature of the data collection process and the
preferences of each participant. Initial contact with Participant 15E was
through a reply to a post the Researcher had made to a forum in the
members' section of the CPA Australia website (since replaced with
LinkedIn and Facebook groups). This participant shared his views and
experiences both as an employee and, more recently, as a principal of his
own accounting firm. In the second exchange of emails, the Researcher
responded to the comments made by the participant and asked three
questions taken from the interview guide concerning areas of interest that
were not addressed in this Participant's initial email.

The Participant

responded accordingly.

Initial contact with Participant 43E was via CPA Australia's +Community
website (since closed down).

This participant shared his views and

experiences as a migrant accountant working for a Big 4 firm.

This

participant was offered a telephone follow‐up interview but declined.

The final email interview was conducted in November 2011.

A new

graduate female accountant, known to the Researcher, referred this
participant (44E). This participant was given the choice of conversing by
telephone or by email, and his preference was for email. The conversation
with this participant used the interview guide as a template for him to
record his thoughts and opinions. Like the previous two email participants,
this Participant openly shared his views and experiences, and was also able
to provide insights into the difficulties new graduate migrant accountants
face when applying for their first accounting position (in public practice or
in commerce), particularly if they do not have permanent residency status
in Australia.

As with any data collection method, conducting an interview via email has
limitations.
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However, as the Researcher was not trying to make

generalisations, nor compute inferential statistics, the experiences and
views shared by these participants became an integral part of the overall
data collected for this study. Despite the asynchronous environment of
email exchanges (Berg, 2007), one benefit of email interviewing in this
study was that the Researcher established an open line of communication,
whereas the telephone and face‐to‐face interviews were mostly single
events.

Conversing by email was also an important communication

channel even for the participants who were interviewed by telephone and
face‐to‐face, as subsequent follow‐up occurred via email (i.e., verification
of the interview transcript and confirmation of any amendments or
changes requested).

3.4.2.8 A portrait of the participants
All participants were degree‐qualified working adults, representing a broad
cross‐section of Australian accounting workforce ‐ past, present, and
future. Pertinent participant demographics and career attributes include:

Number of participants

45
Gender

18

females

27

males

Foreign influence

 = 19
(born overseas or had worked overseas)75

75

Participants known to be born in a country where English is not the first language are
21T, 23T, 24T, 27T, 28T, 29T, 30T, 35T, 36T, 37T, 39T, 42T, and 43E. In addition, two other
participants (00P and 06T) were born in an English speaking country, but immigrated to
Australia at an early age. In addition, nine participants are known to have worked
overseas in a professional capacity for an extended period (00P Singapore, 10T United
Kingdom, 15E United Kingdom, 25T Papua New Guinea, 29T Malaysia, 35T India, 39T New
Zealand, 40T Malaysia, 43E Asian region).
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Age

15
Participants in each age band

Age in years

13

14
12

9

10

8
8
6
4
2
0
25‐34

Fig. 3.5

35‐44

45‐54

55+

Chronological age range of the participants

Table 3.6 (shown on the next page) provides an overview of the relevant
career characteristics of the participants.
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Current industry group
Public Practice
Academia
Commerce
Retired/taking a break/in between jobs
Government
Not for Profit
Total
Current designation
Principal
Employee
Student
Retired/taking a break/in between jobs
Total
Public practice experience
Rural/regional
Metropolitan
Metro and rural/regional
No public practice experience
Total
Professional body affiliation76
CPA only
ICAA only
IPA only
CPA + ICAA
CPA + IPA
CPA + HRM professional
HRM professional
No professional affiliation
Total

Number
27
4
6
3
2
3
45
Number
12
29
1
3
45
Number
15
13
11
6
45
Number
19
11
2
3
2
1
5
2
45

Tab. 3.6 Career characteristics of the participants

76

The Australian professional accounting bodies represented in this research project
include: (1) CPA Australia Ltd (CPA); (2) The Institute of Chartered Accountants in Australia
(ICAA); and (3) the Institute of Public Accountants Ltd (IPA), formerly the National Institute
of Accountants (NIA).
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3.5

Exploring the experiences and opinions

Data analysis began by transcribing, organising, editing, and reducing the
raw data into a suitable form so that the draft transcript could be returned
to the participant for verification. At the same time, the draft transcript
and any available secondary data were manually searched so that patterns,
themes, similarities, and differences could be identified (see Basit, 2003,
for further explanation and ideas). Comparisons were also made with prior
transcripts as the data collection process continued. Table 3.7 describes
the raw data collected in terms of form and accessibility.

Private
Audio

Personal interview
recordings

Images

Mental images formed by
the Researcher

Transcribed interview
records, emails, documents
Texts
provided by the participants,
and the Researcher's notes
Professional language and
Contextual jargon, Australianisms,
cultural differences

Public
Conferences, workshops,
webinars
Corporate profile images and
photographs accessible
through social media and the
internet
Professional journals,
magazines, newspapers,
websites, blogs, industry,
and community records
Education, professional
codes of conduct, cultural
norms

Modelled on Bernard and Ryan (2010, p. 12)
Tab. 3.7 Sources of qualitative data based on form and accessibility

3.5.1

Transcribing the conversations

The Researcher personally transcribed each oral interview recording and
returned the resulting transcript via email as an electronic password‐
protected file to the participant for verification within fifteen days of the
interview date.

As a prelude to the typed transcript, participants were advised that the
purpose of the transcript was to document their views in relation to
fairness in the workplace. The audio file was not transcribed verbatim, but
pulled together the pertinent points from the interview whilst preserving
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the general timeline of the conversation. Participants were also reminded
that they were free to amend, add, and/or delete sections if they felt the
typed transcript did not entirely capture their experiences or opinions.

As a professional courtesy and as a mark of respect for the intellect of the
participant, the Researcher made a considered and deliberate decision not
to transcribe the conversation verbatim but, instead, present the raw
interview data in a professional and logical manner whilst retaining the
richness of the opinions and experiences shared. This 're‐presentation'
(Gibson & Brown, 2009, p. 110) of the raw interview data was also a crucial
first step in the analysis as it demonstrated to the participant that the
Researcher understood the context of what the participant had said, and
was in keeping with interviewing professional people who were well‐
educated but time‐poor (Stephens, 2007). It was also important for the
Researcher to present herself as knowledgeable and professional, and to
ensure that participants did not feel the need to correct her work.

As part of the transcription process, care was taken to exclude any
personal information shared, including organisational names, names of
towns, and other details that could potentially compromise a participant's
anonymity, and all transcripts were only identifiable by the unique
participant identification label (see Section 3.4.2.2 for an explanation of
how this identifier was derived).

Researcher Reflection: While personally transcribing every interview was
very time‐consuming, this choice provided the opportunity for me to
immerse myself in the experiences and opinions shared and helped me to
identify with each participant's worldview.

3.5.2

Discovering themes

The tour of the fairness literature, as described in Chapter 2, revealed an
array of promising focal points germane to the research question. As
previously noted, the themes trialled in the pilot study and ultimately
incorporated into the interview guide were chosen for their topical nature
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and everyday familiarity, and included gender comparison, level of
tolerance (e.g., age and mindset), cultural identity, and the rural versus city
divide (see Figure 3.4 in Section 3.3.4). These themes also formed the basis
for the initial thematic evaluation of the events and views conveyed by the
participants. A simple explanation of thematic analysis is:
In this exploratory approach, the analyst codes (marks or
indexes) sections of a text (e.g., manuscript, field notes, and
documents) according to whether they appear to contribute
to emerging themes (Schwandt, 2007, p. 291).
Using the interview guide as a template, each conversation was broken
down into the areas of interest previously identified. Thematic analysis
began by searching for patterns and trends, where repetition of topics
within each conversation, as well as replication of events and views across
the conversations, were flagged and loosely grouped together by
importance. Guidance on what points toward a theme's significance was
offered by Bernard and Ryan (2010) who indicated that a theme's potency
can be gleaned by how often it is repeated, if it is culturally pervasive or
culturally constrained, the response to violations of the theme, and how
expressions of opinions are contextually shaped. However, van Manen
(1997) had earlier suggested that the arbitrary assigning of events and
opinions to groups is a somewhat cold and sterile process and, at best, can
only be used as a weak proxy for lived‐through experience. Despite this
criticism, thematic analysis was a useful starting point in the discovery of
commonalities and differences, as well as in the identification of
relationships in the narratives.

Drawing on a socially constructed perspective of fairness in the workplace,
the traditional organisational justice dimensions of distributive justice,
procedural justice, and interactional justice were also relied upon to bring
together similar opinions and experiences.

From these clusters, the

firsthand reports furnished by the participants describing reactions to
fairness incidents and the level of tolerance displayed were examined with
specific reference to exchange ideology (Eisenberger, et al., 1986), equity
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sensitivity (Huseman, et al., 1987), and zone of tolerance (Gilliland, 2008).
In addition to the areas of interest embedded in the interview guide, two
inferred themes, power and bias, began to surface through the thematic
discovery process, and the significance of power and bias to this research
project forms the basis of Chapters 4 and 5.

Researcher Reflection: As a neophyte researcher, I found thematic
analysis less intimidating than other qualitative analysis techniques
because it can be undertaken without sophisticated technology or
expensive computer software. It is also a process that is amenable to
multiple revisions and, with each successive revision, I was able to drill
deeper into the realities of my participants. Furthermore, I found
shuffling scraps of paper more enlightening and productive than any
other method and, perhaps, somewhat therapeutic.

3.5.3

Finding meaning between the lines through discourse analysis

There are many varied descriptions of what discourse analysis can be, both
as a method and as a methodology (van Dijk, 1993; Potter, 1996; Allard‐
Poesi, Drucker‐Godard, & Ehlinger, 2001; Wetherell, Taylor, & Yates, 2001;
Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002; Phillips & Hardy, 2002). In its simplest form,
discourse analysis is the study of the everyday language that people use to
communicate ‐ 'the real language that real people use in the real world'
(Woods, 2006, p. x). Within the context of the current study, six distinct
discourses were identified:
i.

The discourse of fairness;

ii.

Professional discourse between:
a.

The Researcher as an accountant and her participants as
accountants;

b.

The Researcher as an employee and her participants as
employees; and

c.

The Researcher previously responsible for HRM and her
participants as human resource processionals;

iii.

Geographical discourse, most notably rural discourse;

iv.

Gendered discourse;

v.

Cultural identity discourse; and

vi.

Australian cultural discourse.
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Each different discourse comes to the fore in this research project
depending upon the context in which it is situated.

However, these

discourses are not mutually exclusive but overlap and are entwined to
create a joint construction of reality.

Researcher Reflection: As with thematic analysis, a manual system using
a combination of paper‐based documents and electronic files was used to
sort, group, split, refine, and massage the data to expose latent themes.
Highlighter pens (physical and electronic), post‐it notes, electronic
comment balloons, and other stationery resources, together with the
notes made in the Researcher's reflexive research journal, were also used
to flag important sections within the data. While specialised qualitative
data analysis software (for instance, NVIVO) is available, it is costly to
purchase, tricky to use effectively because of its powerful and complex
functionality (i.e., not suitable for a solo researcher on her maiden
journey), and access to your data vanishes with no chance of recovery if
you do not pay the annual licence fee!

In this way, and following on from the thematic discovery process
described above, simple discourse analysis was undertaken to carefully pull
apart the conversations to uncover the inherent meanings and
understandings embedded in the narratives and to tease out the less
obvious relationships within public accounting firms (whilst protecting the
integrity of what was shared). The transcripts were further searched for
less obvious links between the different realities held and how participants
used language to convey their message, thus revealing networks suggestive
of interdependence rather than just of discrete issues. Additionally, by
meticulously re‐examining the narratives, issues previously taken for
granted by the Researcher were now illuminated from a different angle.

Further tilling of the texts began to uncover power plays and brought to
light how power (legitimate and illegitimate) was perhaps being
'perpetuated, reinforced, and resisted' (Bernard & Ryan, 2010, p. 240)
within public accounting firms. The emergence of power as a possible
theme of significance for this study precipitated the use of French and
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Raven's (1959; see also Raven, 1965) power topography77 to further
explore the magnitude of this theme in the data collected.

A common opinion linking discourse analysis and constructivism is the
rejection of researcher neutrality. In the tradition of the 'hermeneutics of
trust' (Schwandt, 2007, p. 137), finding meaning within the conversations is
a product of the whole text and its individual parts which have been
judiciously and empathetically embroidered through the Researcher's
recollections of her own public practice experience. In this way, a shared
understanding has been constructed and, consequently, it is not possible
(nor desirable) to present this thesis as an example of value‐neutral
enquiry, as what is real only exists because of this shared understanding.
As such, it is openly acknowledged and embraced that the analysis of, and
subsequent insights and reflections drawn from, the narratives are shaped
by the Researcher's own lived experience (which is predominantly set in
the Australian context), her Anglo‐Celtic ancestry, and by being immersed
in the Asian landscape for the past eight years. Although there were
commonalities between the conversations, each individual story was
distinct, and by reading these stories through a constructivist pane, this
individuality became a key feature of the analysis because the Researcher
was not saddled with normative assumptions.

77

This topography is one of the most frequently used systems to conceptualise the various
facets of power (for examples, see Gavin, 1984; Podsakoff & Schriesheim, 1985; Schminke,
Cropanzano, & Rupp, 2002; Trevino, Weaver, & Reynolds, 2006; Bull Schaefer, 2010; or
Popovich & Warren, 2010).
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3.6

Upholding research procedural quality

Adding to the Researcher's espoused personal integrity described in
Section 1.11 of Chapter 1, is the requirement (and desire) to undertake
research that reflects best‐practice78 in relation to research quality. Unlike
quantitative research that is assessed for validity, generalisability,
reliability, and objectivity, the value of qualitative research is expressed in
terms of credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). How these values were built into this research
project (and not just a hasty modification after the study was completed) is
described below.

3.6.1

Credibility

This quality principle requires the Researcher to establish the truthfulness
and believability of the findings from the participant's perspective. To
enhance the credibility of the research presented in this thesis, participants
were asked to verify the interview transcript while the research was in
draft format. Participants were also reminded that they were free to
amend, add, and/or delete sections if they felt the typed transcript did not
accurately portray their experiences or opinions.

Of the forty‐five

participants, thirty‐eight expressly confirmed that the typed interview
transcript was an accurate representation of the interview, and no
participant withdrew their consent at any stage of the research project.
Secondary documents (for instance, third‐party document provided by the
participants, local newspaper articles, accounting practice websites, and
the like) where available, were also used to corroborate (confirm or refute)
the views shared, and to support the credibility of the findings.

78

In determining best practice, the following is an abbreviated list of scholarly works that
were consulted for guidance: Lincoln (1995), Whittemore, Chase, and Mandle (2001),
Ryan, Scapens, and Theobald (2002), Golafshani (2003), Gray (2004), Humphrey and Lee
(2004), Sampson (2004), Cepeda and Martin (2005), DeWet and Erasmus (2005), Elliott
and Lazenbatt (2005), Veal (2005), Cooper and Schindler (2006), Jones and Kottler (2006),
Amis and Silk (2007), Berg (2007), Collins, Onwuegbuzie, and Jiao (2007), Dellinger and
Leech (2007), Onwuegbuzie and Leech (2007), Schwandt (2007), Gibson and Brown
(2009), and Parker (2012).
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Credibility is further strengthened by collating and examining aspects of
the research topic, as seen through the eyes of employees, principals, and
human resource professionals, to provide a triangulated view of fairness in
the workplace. Likewise, drawing on the opinions and experiences of
multiple participants from the same firm provides an alternative way of
seeing the research issue and serves to strengthen the credibility of this
research endeavour.

As part of the data collection process, positive and negative fairness
viewpoints and experiences were gathered. In addition to giving voice to
country accountants who often feel that they are sidelined or forgotten
members of the profession, the analysis of examples and cases that
appeared to deviate from current understandings of organisational justice
theory was central in establishing the credibility of the research findings.
Credibility is further strengthened by presenting the views of both
employees and employers, as well as the opinions of human resource
professionals working within the accounting profession.

3.6.2

Transferability

This quality principle reflects the degree to which the research outcomes
are applicable to other contexts or circumstances. While responsibility for
determining the transferability of the research rests with subsequent users,
the Researcher is obliged to provide sufficient detail and explanation so
that future users can make an informed decision. As such, this Chapter
extensively sets out the philosophical assumptions on which this study is
based, the research setting, key attributes of the participants, and the
research processes so that the limitations and boundaries of the study (as
well as any potential deficiencies) are readily identifiable. The use of
multiple data sources, between‐theory comparisons, and within‐method
triangulation, together with deconstructing and reconstructing of the raw
interview narratives, may aid future users to make an informed decision
about the usefulness of the insights and reflections presented in Chapter 6
to other research settings.
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3.6.3

Dependability

This quality principle emphasises the obligation of the Researcher to
account for change.

The traditional quantitative research criterion of

reliability measures the degree to which a piece of research can be
replicated or repeated. However, in research that is socially constructed it
is not possible (or necessary) to perfectly capture the same thing twice. To
this end, to enhance the dependability of the current study, this portfolio
describes, in detail, the changes observed in all aspects of the research,
and documents how these changes have shaped the research undertaken.
Apart from functional amendments to the general research design
following the completion of the pilot study (see Section 3.4.1.1), and
improvements in the Researcher's interviewing and analysis techniques,
the broadening of the target population was a modification that proved to
be extremely advantageous to uncovering how accountants perceive
fairness in the workplace (see Section 3.3.1 for an explanation of the
benefits).

3.6.4

Confirmability

This quality principle reflects the extent to which the outcomes of a
research study are confirmable by others. For this project, the Researcher
maintained an extensive audit trail of the research journey to recount all
steps in the research process from inception to conclusion. This audit trail
includes design information and modification, data collection and
management strategies, and the Researcher's observations, notes, and
reflections.

In addition, annual reports detailing the progress of the

research, the steps completed, plans, and changes made, were prepared
for, and approved by, the Charles Sturt University (CSU) Research Office79,
the CSU Ethics in Human Research Committee, and the CSU Faculty of
Business.

Oral presentations (supported by PowerPoint visuals) charting the project's
design evolution and the candidate's personal development as a researcher
79

Formerly known as the Centre for Research and Graduate Training.
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were given at the CSU Faculty of Business Doctoral Workshops in June 2008
and June 2010, as well as at the CSU university‐wide Thesis Writing
Workshop in November 2010. Additionally, the research journey, including
milestones, highlights, and challenges faced, together with preliminary
research findings, were put forward for peer review at these meetings.
Further, the initial interpretations of the post‐pilot data and emergent
themes were presented for peer debriefing at the Australian Association
for Professional and Applied Ethics Annual Conference in June 2011. These
presentations provided a critical platform to review and dissect the
research project, made the Researcher confront her own preconceptions
and beliefs, and revisit any assumptions she had made. The resulting
feedback was woven into the current study to enhance the robustness of
the research project, to extend the depth of data analysis, and to
encourage continuous personal reflection and introspection.

In addition, to support the research method and methodology, an article
(co‐authored by the Researcher and her Principal Supervisor) describing
the nature of constructivism and using this research project as a detailed
example of the application of this paradigm, was published in the
Australasian Accounting, Business & Finance Journal (Highfield & Bisman,
2012). The article features a particular emphasis on how the practicalities
involved in designing and conducting this research project meshed with the
philosophy of the research paradigm in the context of fairness in the
workplace in Australian public accounting firms.

3.7

Chapter pit stop

The research design was built on a constructivist platform employing a
qualitative methodology with triangulation approaches to data collection
and analysis.

The primary research question posed of 'How do

accountants perceive fairness in the workplace?' favoured a qualitative
methodology as it sought to explore how accounting professionals perceive
fairness in the organisational setting. In view of the research topic and the
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lack of prior qualitative research into organisational justice and the
accounting profession, engaging in conversation with each participant
(which also doubled as a data collection interview) best matched with the
research objectives whilst respecting the professional standing of the
participants. This approach to data collection also allowed participants to
express their feelings in a less formal setting and resulted in a wealth of
material that was passionately shared and individually sited.

In adopting this research design, this thesis re‐presents the opinions and
experiences of ordinary accounting professionals and explores how well
contemporary organisational justice theories represent the lived‐through
experiences of the participants. In doing so, the research presented in this
thesis contributes to organisational justice scholarly thought and
theoretical understanding by exploring, through the window of
constructivism, perceptions of fairness in the workplace in the unique
setting of public accounting practice in Australia. In addition to making a
significant and original contribution to theory, the research augments
professional policy and practice by revealing the social realities of
accountants, particularly those accountants who have chosen to live and
work in rural and regional locales.
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4

Power: A theme of significance

4.1

Chapter itinerary

Chapters 4 and 5 convey the experiences and opinions of the participants,
and each chapter seeks to reveal particular aspects of how accountants
make sense of organisational justice. Beyond the identification of themes
in the manners described in Chapter 3, using simple discourse analysis, the
interview transcripts were dissected to uncover the intrinsic meanings and
understandings embedded in the conversations and to expose opaque
relationships within public accounting firms.

Unearthed through this

deconstruction process were manifestations of (un)fairness in the
workplace through power and bias. In addition, secondary data sources
taken from the media and the public domain and which featured the
voicing of personal opinions that parallel (or contrast) with the experiences
and observations shared have been drawn upon to emphasise the realness
of the participants' personal accounts.

In this chapter, how power (legitimate and illegitimate) is conferred,
manipulated, and counteracted (Bernard & Ryan, 2010) within public
accounting workplaces is presented, as well as how powerful external
forces shape the nature of public accounting, as understood and
internalised by the research participants. The chapter begins by providing
a brief review of the participants' demographics (as previously detailed in
Chapter 3) to frame the opinions and experiences shared, as well as to
place the conversations in context. The chapter advances by documenting
how extensive probing of the thematic clusters drawn from the interview
transcripts and secondary data sources uncovered a web of power
relationships within public accounting firms.

These associations, as

apprehended by the Researcher, were complex and pervasive, and often
veiled in legitimacy.

In addition, forces external to the firm were recognised and, whilst these
external forces cut across the profession, many of the issues raised were
amplified in the rural and regional setting. Furthermore, the sources of
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power uncovered were not mutually exclusive, and most instances were
justifiable providing power was exercised within the boundaries of the law
and societal expectations.

When interpreting the opinions and experiences shared in this chapter and
the following chapter, it is important to do so in the context of
organisational justice as applied in this study:
… the conditions of employment that lead individuals to
believe they are being treated fairly or unfairly. (Folger &
Cropanzano, 1998, p. xii)
In this illumination of organisational justice, the 'conditions of
employment' also take into account the perceptions in relation to the
outcomes of organisational decisions, the procedures used to make these
decisions, and how these decisions are communicated, as well as the effect
these actions have on the relevant stakeholders (Saunders & Thornhill,
2004). In addition, 'employment' corresponds to the wider employment
network, of which the employer/employee dyad is one component.

4.2

Who were the participants?

At the point of theoretical and thematic saturation, forty‐four interviews80
had been conducted, three face‐to‐face, thirty‐seven by telephone
(including two participants in a joint teleconference), three via email, and
the inclusion of the autobiographical reflections of the Researcher. The
gender mix was eighteen females and twenty‐seven males and their ages
ranged from twenty‐five years to fifty‐five+ years, with twenty‐eight
participants being below the age of forty‐five.

In addition, nineteen

participants revealed they were born overseas, or had worked overseas in
a professional capacity for an extended period.

80

Involving forty‐five participants.
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Current industry group
Public Practice
Academia
Commerce
Retired/taking a break/in between jobs
Government
Not for Profit
Current designation
Principal
Employee
PhD Student
Retired/taking a break/in between jobs
Public practice experience
Rural/regional
Metropolitan
Metropolitan and rural/regional
No public practice experience
Professional body affiliation81
CPA only
ICAA only
IPA only
CPA + ICAA
CPA + IPA
CPA + HRM
HRM
No professional affiliation

Number
27
4
6
3
2
3
Number
12
29
1
3
Number
15
13
11
6
Number
19
11
2
3
2
1
5
2

Total participants

45

Tab. 4.1 Career characteristics of the participants

Table 4.1 summarises the career characteristics of the participants at the
time of the interview.

81

The Australian professional accounting bodies represented in this research project
include: (1) CPA Australia Ltd (CPA); (2) The Institute of Chartered Accountants in Australia
(ICAA); and (3) the Institute of Public Accountants Ltd (IPA), formerly the National Institute
of Accountants (NIA).
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4.3

I've got power
Being powerful is like being a lady. If you have to tell people you
are, you aren't.
Attributed to Baroness Margaret Thatcher82

The significance of power, and how it was exercised within the accounting
firms represented in this study, permeated many of the conversations. In
its most basic form, power is the capacity to influence others or shape
outcomes, and includes one's own ability to choose to act in a particular
way (Soanes & Stevenson, 2004).

The collection of power research

continues to develop and 'sources of power' has become a principal tenet
of organisational psychology (Raven, Schwarzwald, & Koslowsky, 1998).

The emergence of power as a promising theme of significance for the
current study prompted the use of French and Raven's (1959; see also
Raven, 1965, as well as Section 3.5.3) power topography83 to explore
further the spread and depth of this theme in the data. Contemporary
management and organisational behaviour textbooks often frame
discussions of power in the context of French and Raven's (1959) power
topography.

However, most of these texts only superficially consider

power under the guises of legitimacy, reward, coercion, expert, and
referent, while excluding other forms of power such as the power of
information (which Raven added to his topography in 1965) and
empowerment.

Such textbook commentary also tends to reflect a positivist approach to
understanding power and which fails to capture the finer nuances84. Even
with this positivist tendency and acknowledged criticisms (Podsakoff &
82

b.1925 – d.2013, British Prime Minister 1979‐1990 (Collins, 2012).

83

Being one of the most frequently used systems to conceptualise the various facets of
power (for examples, see Gavin, 1984; Podsakoff & Schriesheim, 1985; Schminke,
Cropanzano, & Rupp, 2002; Trevino, Weaver, & Reynolds, 2006; Bull Schaefer, 2010; and
Popovich & Warren, 2010).
84

For examples of power commentary within management and organisational behaviour
textbooks see Davidson et al. (2006), Wood, Zeffane, Fromholtz, and Fitzgerald (2006),
Robbins and Judge (2007), and Hersey, Blanchard, and Johnson (2012).
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Schriesheim, 1985; Raven, et al., 1998), the use of French and Raven's
(1959; see also Raven, 1965) power topography provides, nonetheless, a
useful sorting frame to delve into the role power plays in how perceptions
of fairness develop and change85.

4.3.1

Legitimate power
Power needs no justification … what it does need is legitimacy.
Hannah Arendt86

Legitimate power represents the authority attached to a position within
the organisation, and there is an assumption that the person holding the
position has the right to exercise this power, while the individual or
individuals being influenced have a responsibility to accept that authority
(French & Raven, 1959). The most common example of this form of power
is visible in the employer/employee dyad, and is a cornerstone of the
Australian employment landscape. This form of power is also the basis of
responsibility accounting concepts (Giraud, Langevin, & Mendoza, 2008)
found in many larger organisations and, more broadly, underpins the
model of self‐regulation of the Australian accounting profession.

While many participants (i.e., 07T, 09T, 10T, 12T, 13T, 25T, 28T, and 42T)
gave positive examples of legitimate power, several participants recalled
situations where they felt legitimate power had been violated.

For

instance, Participant 17T had accepted a position, early in her career, as a
manager in a branch office of a regional accounting firm. Although she was
the youngest in the office, she was the only person who held professional
qualifications, and while her subordinate staff were not as qualified, they
had longer tenure with the firm. Despite being employed specifically to
take on the role of manager, Participant 17T felt she was not supported by

85

As the analysis of the discourse progressed, commonalities in the data with French and
Raven's (1959) model began to filter through. However, their model was not used as an a
priori framework, rather the emergent subthemes matched with French and Raven's
power topography.
86

b.1906 ‐ d.1975, German‐American political theorist (Arendt, 1970, p. 52).
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the partners and that the staff sensed this and consequently undermined
her position of authority. This example highlights the potential for strained
workplace relationships that can manifest as absenteeism, staff turnover,
poor work quality, and even personal attacks or bullying. Fortunately for
Participant 17T, she was at a point in her life, both financially and
professionally, where she could leave that firm and go into business for
herself. Even if the partners were unperturbed about her leaving, the firm
still lost out financially due to the costs associated with hiring and the
onboarding87 process.

This example also draws attention to the known, but often overlooked
reality of ineffectual leadership in relation to managing staff within
accounting firms.

Participant 40T, a business consultant to rural and

regional accounting firms and an accountant himself, expressed the
following reason for the apparent lack of leadership:
People are appointed as partners because they are good
technically but suddenly they are expected to be great
leaders and people managers, and this is something they are
not taught to do well. As a result, they often lose the
support of the younger generation, the X and Y professionals
coming through. ... Both the CA and CPA Programs do not
build leadership capability. They develop just technical
talent, so it's no wonder we have all sorts of other
challenges in professional services firms. (40T)
As acknowledged by this participant, the development of soft skills is often
neglected in favour of technical ability and this brings about a sense of
being less than fairly treated (for instance, ignored, belittled, snubbed,
disrespected, expendable, looked down upon, and the like). However, as
espoused by this participant (40T), it is also unfair to lay the blame for poor
leadership solely on partners because, in his opinion, neither the CA nor
CPA Programs88 build strong leadership capabilities.

Support for

Participant 40T's opinion regarding weak leadership capabilities was also
87

Other terms include organisational socialisation or organisational acculturation.

88

The professional accounting programs offered by The Institute of Chartered
Accountants in Australia and CPA Australia Ltd, respectively.
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discernible from the comments made regarding how timesheets function
as a measure of employee productivity. Although not considered as overtly
unfair, three participants (00P, 02P, and 24T) specifically indicated that
they were aware their firm had productivity standards, but that these
standards were not well communicated, and, in some instances, did not
appear to be consistently enforced:
At some stage, after I had been with the firm quite some
time, I was told that I should be 90% chargeable, but nothing
else was said. It certainly never came up again in
conversation and there were never any performance
reviews as such. I do remember one senior accountant
making a passing remark about another senior colleague,
saying that he could never quite figure out how this person
met their chargeable hours because they were really a 9 to 5
person, but nothing was ever done or said about it. (00P,
recollections from a small city‐based firm)
There were some targets … but they weren't ever
communicated to me and no one ever told me they were
unhappy with my chargeable hours. (02P, recollections from
a small rural firm)
The above two quotes are recollections from former public practice
employees, and the vagueness around productivity target expectations is
still an issue for employees today, as noted by Participant 24T.
My boss did mention that she was going to write up some
rules as to how much time we should be spending on
chargeable hours, but she hasn't really come back to us ...
(24T, a current employee in a small suburban firm)
Although the above participants (00P, 02P, and 24T) did not feel unduly
pressured or unfairly treated, four participants (07T, 14T, 30T, and 35T) felt
far more stress associated with timesheet productivity, and their
experiences also point towards abuse of legitimate power. Participant 14T
signalled her confusion over what was expected when she was a young
undergraduate in her first accounting role, by saying:
They also told me I was not doing the work fast enough.
They would give me something and say, "This has to be
ready by …". So I'd do it and hand it in, then they would say,
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"Yes, that's fine". Then I would have a review and they
would say, "No, that's not good enough". Even though I was
meeting my deadlines, they weren't happy with what I was
reporting on my timesheet. ... It wasn't that I was concerned
with having to fill out the timesheet it was more the fact
that I had to account for every single minute of the day.
(14T's recollections from when she was an undergraduate
working part‐time in a rural accounting firm)
Although Participant 14T was given an overall deadline, her manager
neglected to communicate the number of chargeable hours budgeted for
the job. As such, this young undergraduate wrongly assumed that the time
period between being given the job and the deadline for submission was
chargeable, in full, to the client, and was subsequently treated harshly
because of her misunderstanding and her manager's inadequate
instructions. As a result of this experience, Participant 14T did not consider
a career in public practice after graduating, but is pursuing a career in
commerce.

Participant 07T left her last employer to open her own rural public practice
primarily because she was so disgruntled with the way her employer
treated staff and clients. Her opinion mirrored Participant 14T's experience
and exposes inefficiencies and unfairnesses when accounting firms focus
solely on short‐term profitability:
But when that [billable hours] is the only measure used in a
practice [to measure performance], it [helping junior staff] is
more or less discouraged. If I take time away from my work
to try to help a younger one then I am questioned, "Why am
I spending time doing other things?" Or "why are the costs
so high on one client?" … I have seen young ones leave the
profession and change courses at uni because of that. It
changes the course of their life too when they're not given a
pleasant introduction into what the job can be, they say, "I
don't want to do this!" So I think the young ones are unfairly
treated in that regard. The older ones, like me who has a
few more years of experience under my belt, are also not
encouraged to take a team approach because you are
questioned for putting time into helping someone else.
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As an employee, Participant 07T said she had also witnessed poor planning
of jobs by principals, particularly in terms of resourcing. In her opinion, the
principals 'don't think, they don't plan, they don't resource, and all they do
is fire questions at the staff. ... they have no procedures in place so they
end up managing their staff unfairly' (issues that she does not want to
replicate now that she is a sole practitioner and considering employing
staff). In supporting this claim, she offered the following specific example:
I've had to do a lot of the administrative tasks on audit work
and, again, the boss asks "why are the costs so high?", and
my reply is "if you want to bill me out at $300 an hour for
photocopying because you can't supply me with a junior to
work with, what do you think is going to happen!". (07T,
recalling her experience when she was an employee in a
rural firm)
While Participant 07T referred to younger people leaving the profession,
accountants that are more senior can also be turned off pursuing a career
in public practice for similar reasons.

Participant 35T, a migrant

accountant, returned to commerce because of inadequate training and the
unrealistic expectations of his employer, which resulted in him constantly
feeling unfairly treated:
The boss at my last job was a bit of an unfair person. …
before joining I told him I had not worked in the taxation
field before and I was new to public practice. He said "yah
yah, that's fine, no worries. Just come and join us and we
will give you the necessary training etc". But later on it
worked out that he was expecting too much. He thought I
should know each and every thing about taxation, and to
know Australian tax law very well. … I would be given an
assignment and asked to finish it off and being new to public
practice I didn't know much about the clients or the type of
work. My boss showed me all the targets, like how much
time was spent on each job and how much time I should
take etc. But he was expecting me to be more than 300%
but I was only doing 2.5 or 2.8 like 280%. He would still
complain that I was spending too much money on jobs and
that I should spend less time. (35T's strong memories from
his time as an employee in a rurally based small accounting
firm)
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Participant 30T, another migrant accountant, previously with a globally
networked metropolitan firm, also gave a very telling account of the
pressure she felt whilst in public practice, and her story, again, emphasises
the expectation gap in how performance is measured in the time‐billing
environment. From her story, it is not possible to discern if her employer
was taking advantage of this participant or if she lacked understanding of
the time‐billing process, which was exacerbated by poor communication
from the firm as to what was reasonably expected of each employee.
Whatever the reason, this participant recalled feeling compelled to
routinely work substantially more than thirty‐eight hours a week.
It's really hard to keep track of all your time and sometimes
time gets lost. If you have a really bad day at work, and you
feel that you weren't really that efficient it's really hard to
meet the timesheet requirement and sometimes I had to go
back on Saturdays and Sundays to do overtime. Although
I'm doing overtime, I'm not actually doing overtime, I'm just
trying to make up chargeable time from the previous week.
(30T)
This participant also remembered feeling distressed that she could not
always meet her productivity criterion, particularly during the quieter
times, and went on to say:
… like the period just after Christmas because a lot of clients
are on holidays and they are not getting back to you on your
enquiries. So the jobs are being held up and we can't really
do anything, but you still have to be 80% chargeable during
those slow times, and if you are not achieving the 80% the
boss will ask to see you and have a little talk with you. You
can always explain yourself, but you don't want to be called
into the boss' office. (30T, a female migrant accountant's
recollections when employed in public practice)
The need to work unpaid overtime was also expressed by Participants 21T
and 22T. While neither participant felt this expectation was exceptionally
unfair, both participants signalled that excessive overtime weighed heavily
on their minds, and ultimately contributed to Participant 21T's decision to
leave the profession:
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When they made me a supervisor, they said to me "you
don't have to be really 85% because you'll spend a lot of
time doing things that are not exactly chargeable". But
when the production reports spat out at the end of the
month the comments were made "ah! It's starting to fall".
This participant went on to explain how she and her colleagues met their
productivity targets, and bluntly pointed out:
I think because of the hours you put in, that generally you
would be at least 85% anyway, because it's 85% against
eight hours or seven hours thirty as opposed to 85% of
twelve hours. So if you work twelve hours the chances are
that you'll make the 85% mark for sure, otherwise what else
can you do. (21T's recollections of the realities of working
for a Big 4 accounting firm)
Likewise, Participant 22T, a business services manager in a rural accounting
firm, affirmed:
We are expected to do whatever overtime is necessary to
meet the KPIs. You can't achieve the figures that they give
you unless you do overtime. The KPIs are unachievable by
just doing your eight hours a day so to get to budget you
need to do overtime. For someone like me who reviews the
work of others, and if they make a mistake and have to redo
something you can't always charge this to the client and
that's when pressure is put on to do extra time in order to
meet the expected chargeable standard. (22T)
The stories shared by these participants (21T, 22T, and 30T) reveal that
unpaid overtime is expected of an employee accountant in public practice.
However, hidden behind the realities of unpaid overtime is that the time
spent during normal business hours by these employees that they felt was
'unproductive' (even if it was due to a valid reason beyond their control)
was most likely not recorded on their timesheet but simply replaced by the
additional after‐hours worked to avoid being questioned or, worse still,
receiving a poor performance review.

Employer participants and human resource professionals representing
their employers also acknowledged the challenges associated with meeting
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productivity targets, however, their takes on overtime requirements were
quite different from those of the employee participants. The following
excerpts defend these contrasting points of view.
Probably our biggest challenge is meeting the chargeable
hours KPI set. Our staff do feel the pressure and they
possibly feel we don't trust them because they have to
account for all of their time. … Our staff do overtime, but
not unreasonably [emphasis added]. I would say the
majority of staff do an additional five hours per week or
something like that. That may be working through lunch
breaks or coming in early or staying back a bit later … even
the junior staff. Most of our professional staff would charge
at least 70% of their time … it's a fairly high expectation
when you take into account that everyone has a certain
degree of admin work or work that they need to actually
research rather than just charge to clients. … and I think
that is where the overtime becomes expected [emphasis
added] because there is that non‐chargeable work that they
have to do. (31T, a human resource manager working for an
accounting firm with a regionally based head office and a
metropolitan‐based branch)
Someone might be on six chargeable hours depending upon
their conditions and whether or not they manage people,
but we would be lucky to get five hours and that would be
from a top rated manager or senior [emphasis added]. In
the city, they would probably be expected to do six‐and‐a‐
half or seven hours of billable time, but we can't get
anywhere near that. We also probably pay more for the
equivalent staff out here just to keep them. This sounds like
a bit of a bitch doesn't it, but that's the reality of it. (18T, a
semi‐retired partner in a rural accounting firm)
We look at productivity every week, month, quarter, etc. It's
part of the review process and our staff have productivity
targets. What happens when they don't meet them, not a
lot. Obviously, we have different productivity targets for
different times of the year [emphasis added], depending
upon the cyclical nature of the accounting work. For
instance, they don't have to be 80% in January, but 80% is
the general rule, and it's the same for all our offices. (32T, a
human resource professional working for an accounting firm
with a regional head office and a satellite office in the city)
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In conveying her account, Participant 32T openly acknowledged the cyclical
nature of public practice work. Yet, conversely, Participant 30T (as noted
previously) felt that even during the slow times she was expected to charge
eighty percent of her work time to clients. While these experiences are
from different accounting firms, the stark contrast in the understandings of
the time‐billing benchmark by these two participants patently shows how
misunderstandings

can

surface,

and

are

perpetuated,

through

shortcomings in communication.

Despite working for a larger metropolitan‐based firm, Participant 23T had
often witnessed an offhand approach to staff management and poor
communication:
Sometimes we'll just get an email from the partners saying,
"the pay reviews have been done and the new pay on offer
is with HR. Feel free to grab it from HR if want to discuss this
with us". Sometimes they skip the talking part of the review.
It's not a personal email, just a general email to the team
saying your pay has been reviewed and your new pay details
are with HR. (23T, a manager with a city‐based globally
networked accounting firm)
While this participant was quick to add that he felt the principals
conducted the performance reviews fairly (even if 'they skipped the talking
part of the review'), he was less sure about the appropriateness of the key
performance indicators set. This participant believed the firm did not
clearly communicate how these productivity benchmarks were linked to his
pay, and went on to say, 'I know that the KPIs are tied, but I don't think it is
clear enough on how things are measured …' (23T). Like many participants,
23T also commented on the cyclical nature of public accounting work and
that during the slower periods the expected number of chargeable hours is
almost impossible to meet. However, during peak times, this participant
felt that he was probably 140 to 150 percent chargeable, implying that he
works well in excess of his standard 38‐hour workweek during the busier
periods.
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From an employer's viewpoint, when exercising legitimate power,
particularly in relation to productivity, there are many competing demands
that are somewhat unique to public practice and these demands were
touched on by Participant 18T, a principal in a rural firm with many years of
experience, lamenting:
Over the years, we've had people come from commerce into
public practice, we've had them come in from local
government, or other government, or quasi‐government
instrumentalities and we've found that they have a lot of
adjusting to do. They might be seniors in commerce, but
their productivity is low because they haven't had the same
sort of pressure or time management issues. We have day‐
to‐day pressure from clients and the like, whereas staff in
large companies and government instrumentalities probably
do not have that same urgency. ... Public practice is just a
totally different culture, it is a fairly pressurised
environment, we have deadlines and clients are fee
conscious and, at the end of the day, the principals expect
some sort of residual cash flow or profit, and they just find it
difficult to adjust.
This employer's assessment of the realities of public practice tie in with the
tension that Participant 35T felt when new to public practice and unable
meet his employer's time‐billing expectations (even if, in his eyes, these
expectations were too strict). In addition, as mentioned by Participant 26T,
a senior accounting specialist with rural and metro experience, the stresses
of the time‐billing environment are intensified (and legitimate power
overstepped) when suggestions of inequitable work distribution surface.
When discussing employee engagement, Participant 40T, a former
accountant who now consults to accounting practices in relation to staff
management, among other things, offered the following candid
observation in relation to ineffectual employee productivity measures that
are frequently applied by accounting firms:
Many firms don't have a clue how to lift engagement
because they don't even understand what it is. They think
engagement is billable hours and it puzzles me how such
smart people can be so dumb. … These firms measure it on
transaction volumes rather than behaviours. That doesn't
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make sense, but that's how accountants like to do it because
they can measure that. (40T)
Over the past few years, there has been a gradual shift away from a time‐
billing fee‐based model89, however, there are still many hurdles to be
overcome, particularly for smaller firms that have less capacity to absorb
costs associated with 'unplanned events or when something untoward
happens' (13T, a principal in a multi‐partner rural accounting firm).

Another area where the fairness of legitimate power was questioned
related to career pathway. As noted when touring the fairness landscape
(Chapter 2), professional employees, such as accountants, are more likely
to remain with an employer if there is a definite career pathway that is
accessible to them within a realistic time‐frame (Brown, et al., 2005).
However, it was noted by at least two of the human resource
professionals90 who participated in the current study that partners and
managers often reflect on their own experience and how long they stayed
at a particular level when deciding if someone is ready for promotion or
additional responsibility.

Even with documented career pathway

frameworks in place, the final decision is sometimes quite subjective.
While this is challenging from a human resource management perspective,
it is also unfair on the employees who rely on these structured frameworks
to gauge how they are progressing, only to realise that the final decision is
at their manager's discretion. Likewise, when making decisions about
providing additional benefits, Participant 32T noted that if the partner
concerned did not have a particular benefit when they were an employee,
they were often more reluctant to provide it to their own employees. This
is an interesting application of Adams' (1963) 'referent‐other'; a line of
enquiry expanded upon in Section 6.3.1 of Chapter 6.

89

A finding from a 2010 survey conducted by Advanced Professional Solutions into the
billing practices of Australian public accountants and lawyers.

90

For instance, Participants 31T and 32T.
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While taking a strict approach to procedural fairness may appear to deliver
equitable decisions, another human resource professional employed by a
regional accounting firm commented that a manager might be so conscious
of the need to treat people equally, and to be seen to be treating people
equally, that it causes an inequity, and she gave the following personal
example:
… on paper, it seemed like two employees matched each
other but one person had a very good phone manner and
gave good customer service. … I felt one person should have
been rewarded more than the other person because, in my
eyes, they were actually better, but the criteria of fairness
around those KPIs meant that the difference needed to be
disregarded and so that is what the manager chose to do.
Rather than question the criteria, they stuck to the criteria
and, in my mind, caused unfairness by trying to be too fair.
(20T)
Although the foregoing example does not violate legitimate power, it does
draw attention to how trying to be too fair can be just as distressing for
some individuals as being unfair. In contrast to Participant 20T's belief that
the predetermined criteria should have been amended to reward one
employee over the other, it is also plausible that the manager used this
omission/oversight in the performance review criteria to protect a more
favoured employee or, at least, not to disadvantage them. Participant
20T's stance, and this contrasting interpretation both lean towards a self‐
serving bias and, therefore, both outcomes may potentially generate the
impression of unfairness in the workplace.

This case also clearly

demonstrates how power and bias can, and do, interact in the
organisational setting and how subtle power plays, such as Participant 20T
conceding to the view of the manager involved, can produce apparent
inequities.

In contrast, Participant 02P shared an example from his time as an
employee in a smaller rural firm, where he felt legitimate power had been
overtly violated.

This participant recounted an incident where his

managing partner made a request that he believed breached generally
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accepted accounting principles. While Participant 02P was strong enough
to stand up for his beliefs and found support for his stance among the
other principals of the firm, not all employees are able to challenge such
authority openly. For instance, Participant 21T recalled receiving similar
requests, but rather than oppose the requests, chose to leave the firm and,
ultimately, the profession. This participant said she felt uncomfortable
with the unethical expectations placed upon her during her time as an
employee in public practice, and remembered that:
Sometimes you have clients come in and the only instruction
you are given is "just make it disappear". That's the only
sort of instruction, and you go, "Oh! Ok, right", [and] the
partners often supported that instruction.
(21T,
recollections as a manager in a Big 4 firm)
In addition to violating legitimate power, the revelation that the partners
involved were willing to entertain such unethical requests also points
toward a self‐serving bias. While the media campaigns of the professional
accounting bodies vehemently portray their members as ethical pillars of
the community, when faced with an ethical dilemma, individuals will
frequently bend the rules in a direction that ultimately favours them, and
members of the accounting profession have been known to do likewise91.

In extreme cases, the misuse of legitimate power may manifest as
workplace bullying. Participant 38T recalled being bullied by her female
manager in her first job.

As soon as she told her manager she was

pregnant, her manager doubled her workload. Looking back, Participant
38T felt her manager pushed her so that she would not return to work.
This participant even received a written warning whilst on maternity leave
because her work was not completed on the day she left (which was only
one day before she gave birth!). At the time she did not realise she was
being bullied and blamed herself for the treatment she received. While her
manager held legitimate power, including the ability to delegate work, this
91

Accountants have been implicated in many high‐profile Australian corporate collapses
including HIH Insurance Ltd and OneTel Ltd in 2001, ABC Learning Centres Ltd and Opes
Prime Group Ltd in 2008 and, more recently, Hastie Group Ltd in 2012.
167

participant now recognises that her manager abused that position of
authority.

During the interview, Participant 38T shared that this experience occurred
during her first job after graduating and it was her first pregnancy (which
was a difficult one). Although she did not disclose how long she had
worked for the organisation prior to announcing her pregnancy or if her
pregnancy had altered her traditional workweek92, her manager's
negativity may have been in response to a perceived wasted investment or
perhaps even jealousy.

From a purely hypothetical perspective, this

manager's resentment may have also been fuelled because a succession of
employees in the department had taken maternity leave, thereby putting
constant pressure on the remaining staff and the manager to pick up the
extra work.

In this example, a plausible explanation for the hostile

treatment 38T received was because her female manager felt that she and
the other staff in her department were being unfairly treated as a result of
38T's request for maternity leave. Whatever the circumstances were,
Participant 38T had a particularly unhappy experience culminating in a
lose‐lose fairness position where the career/family choices of one
employee were perceived as creating an unfair situation for another
employee (e.g., her manager) or group of employees (e.g., her colleagues).
In addition to the misuse (and abuse) of legitimate power, this participant's
experience again draws attention to how productivity measures and the
distribution of work can lead to a sense of being wronged and unfairly
treated.

The (un)fairness of work distribution practices was also linked to
perceptions of preferential treatment; a line of enquiry that is the focus of
Chapter 5. Participant 26T93 believed that while he had never felt unfairly
treated, he could recall instances where work was not always allocated on
92

For instance, in terms of start/finish time and flexibility to work in with medical
appointments or sick leave taken.

93

A specialist accountant working for a multi‐partner rural firm, who had previously
worked for a larger suburban firm.
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a reasonable basis but, rather, preferentially to benefit favourite
employees. So too, Participant 25T recalled similar experiences from his
time in a Big 4 firm where work was distributed more because of who you
knew rather than 'any independent assessment of your skill level or
meritocracy'.

Participant 41T, a working mother and a career public accountant, also
revealed how her working life had been unhappy for many years until
recently. In describing the situation, this participant commented that
favouritism was visible in the way work was distributed, including the
quality of jobs allocated, how interesting they were, and the level of
professional satisfaction that could be obtained from completing them.
She also commented that, in her opinion, her managing partner was more
lenient with some employees when mistakes were made. The favouritism
showed to others (under the veil of legitimate authority) made this
participant feel that her skills and technical ability were not appreciated,
and the way in which this participant voiced her unhappiness during the
conversation clearly indicated that, in her eyes, her managing partner had
misused his legitimate power by repeatedly favouring others. This source
of unfairness in the workplace is probed more deeply as part of the
discussion concerning favouritism presented in the following chapter, but
these three illustrations (25T, 26T, and 41T) clearly show how power and
bias, in concert, can generate and fuel perceptions of unfair practices.

While delegation of work is part of legitimate power, the above analysis,
coupled with the weight of examples presented, strongly indicates that
how work is distributed and the way employee productivity is assessed
have important implications for how fairness in the workplace is perceived.
However, in contrast to the stressful and traumatic recollections
communicated by some of the research participants, work distribution and
recognition of productive individuals are also important forms of reward
for employees in public accounting firms.
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4.3.2

Reward power
You don't need to reward employees. Just torture them less. It
will feel like a reward.
Catbert94

Reward power is the ability to influence others by offering (or being
perceived to be in a position to offer) something of value to an individual
or group of individuals as a reward (French & Raven, 1959).

In the

organisational setting, tangible rewards include money, time off in lieu,
promotion, an office (not just a cubical), and external training, while less
quantifiable rewards include group recognition, greater autonomy, and, in
the context of public accounting practice, greater client contact. Although
motivating employees with rewards is practiced regularly in Australian
workplaces, the level of discretion in how these rewards are distributed
was perceived by some participants as being less than fair. For instance,
Participant 16T, a rurally based human resource professional, expressed
reservations about the appropriateness of how access to external training
was sometimes allocated within the firm, commenting that:
… sometimes people could be using it as a bit of a reward.
You know they might say, "well, you've just been fantastic
this year so we'll send you off to training as a little reward".
Whereas someone else might have been doing exactly the
same job but they don't get to go. That is one area where
the application of fairness in deciding who goes and who
doesn't can be sometimes left up to personal favourites.
In addition, several participants95 pointed to the pressure felt early in their
careers when they were undertaking their professional studies (as well as
their observations of other accountants currently sitting their professional
examinations). While gaining a professional accounting qualification is a
form of reward, the consequences of not attaining professional status
would be far more detrimental to an accountant's long‐term career
prospects. Participant 05P, a former rural practitioner and now a highly

94

Evil human resource director in the Dilbert comic strip (Adams, 1998).

95

Including 05P, 07T, 17T, 24T, and 25T.
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regarded chief financial officer of an Australian multinational, summed it
up best by saying:
... the risk/reward for individuals is questionable, and the
pressure that is applied may be unfair, but they probably
don't realise it at the time. The reward is their professional
qualification. Then there is this unquantified period of
service that has to be undertaken before you are accepted
as being a true professional, and this can be a five or seven
year period while you are meant to do your time, and you
pay for it. (05P)
Far from being a reward, for many aspiring accountants, gaining
professional qualifications is just another box to tick, rather than the
beginning of a satisfying career in public practice.

On a positive note, most employee participants came across to the
Researcher as being reasonably happy with their current salary and
benefits.

However, in contrast, employer participants readily recalled

instances of employees feeling under‐rewarded. Their examples mainly
revolved around remuneration expectations and the level of benefits
offered by the firm.

In addressing these negative perceptions, the

employer participants stressed the importance of being honest and
transparent, in addition to keeping the channels of communication open.
Some of the comments made relating to remuneration include:
I am sure some people also have issues with remuneration,
but those details are usually kept secret, so any perceived
unfairness would be more to do with people guessing or
thinking along those lines. They might feel that they are not
being rewarded as well as they should be or that someone
else is being treated more favourably than what they are.
There are normally reasons for that but they probably don't
see the exact difference between A and B. (Participant 11T,
principal in a multi‐partner rural firm)
Some people have greater expectations so sometimes they
might think they are being unfairly treated because of their
own expectations rather than the standard. They might not
be being treated any differently from anyone else but they
probably think they should be treated better. (Participant
18T, a semi‐retired partner in a rural firm)
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Sometimes people perceive unfair treatment because they
feel they are not getting the wage they think they deserve,
or maybe they feel they are not getting the type of work
they think they should get.
Occasionally people's
expectations are a bit out of line with their ability and their
productivity. (Participant 33T, a principal in a multi‐partner
rural firm)
In making these observations, the three employer participants concerned
did not indicate how such unhappiness was recognised or minimised within
their firms. However, when discussing a similar point, Participant 16T, a
human resource professional for a multi‐office rural firm, reflected on her
firm's experience with unhappy staff:
In the first round of engagement surveys, we got a real
caning in terms of what our team felt about our salaries and
remuneration. That was probably one of the major reasons
why we were losing staff. … Obviously there is a lot more
remuneration data available on the internet these days.
Although a lot of this data focuses more on the major cities,
it does give a benchmark. Now every year we regularly
update what our benchmark salaries are and compare these
against the market. This is where the science has become a
lot more rigorous in terms of what I do with HR and that's
the sort of stuff that I report to the Directors [partners] on.
While remuneration is an important reward mechanism, so too are the
benefits and opportunities afforded to employees within public accounting
firms. Perhaps not a reward so much but more a necessity, it was noted by
a number of participants (for example 00P, 09T, 13T, 16T, 18T, and 33T)
that the level of assistance offered by firms to attract young people into
the profession, such as undergraduate cadetships and formal graduate
programs, has increased significantly over the last twenty years. By way of
example, 00P worked full‐time for a city firm in the late 1980s to the early
1990s. At the same time, she studied at university three nights a week for
four‐and‐a‐half years without any form of assistance from her employers,
not even additional time off to sit for university examinations. For this
participant, any time away from work was taken as annual leave or leave
without pay.
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In stark contrast, Participant 16T explained how the cadets in her firm
today are 'considered permanent part‐time employees and are entitled to
all the employment benefits associated with that status'. She went on to
say that, 'they also get additional benefits in terms of study leave, textbook
allowances, and a general allowance to help them with petrol and other
living expenses'.

Over the past twenty years, the general employment landscape has also
changed significantly; additional legislation has been gazetted, accessing
high‐quality and timely information is now relatively easy and inexpensive,
and employee expectations, along with their bargaining power, have
increased. On the surface, it is easy to conclude that Participant 00P did it
tough, and perhaps was unfairly treated by current standards, however,
back then, and even now, she feels she was generously rewarded by being
given considerable autonomy, by reporting directly to a partner, and by
having extensive and varied client contact even as an undergraduate.

The bigger picture of rewarding (and attracting) employees in today's
environment was summed up nicely by Participant 31T, a human resource
professional working for an accounting firm with offices in regional and
metropolitan locales:
Just through talking today I was thinking about the staff that
felt they were unfairly treated in the past because they
heard that another firm does something a different way. I
guess another challenge for us is to educate our staff it's not
always that they are being treated unfairly or more fairly,
just that it's different practices. I can see that sometimes
people interpret it as being treated unfairly, when it's just
the case that another firm is offering gym membership but
we have chosen to offer loyalty benefits that are slightly
different.
This participant (31T) also shared that she sees the constant comparison
with other firms as a pressing fairness issue, and said:
… especially being in a regional firm, with quite a number of
similar firms in the area. Although the firms might be
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different, we are still compared and rather than seeing it as
different opportunities, it's quite often interpreted as being
unfair.
Another exigent reality conveyed by this participant was that:
… the new generation coming through … have the same
expectations as our staff that have been with us perhaps ten
years. They expect the same loyalty, the same benefits, and
the same opportunities and often don't really see that they
have to work to get those opportunities. … For instance,
even as undergrads they expect to be treated the same as a
manager. They want the same sorts of responsibilities and,
in return, they want the same benefits, loyalty, and rewards,
which we try to keep consistent but, obviously, we do have
certain things that distinguish you, for instance, if you have
been here ten years you may have progressed to a higher
salary level. (31T, a regionally based human resource
professional handling recruitment selection for the firm's
regional and city locations)
This participant's account is a quintessential example of competing
distribution norms and the range of values placed on those distributions as
part of the concept of distributive justice ‐ ideas explored in Chapter 2.

The importance of fair reward is extensively documented in both the
academic and the professional literatures96 and, based on the
conversations, reward power was also a key fairness driver for the research
participants in the current study. However, monetary reward was not
always the first priority.

Furthermore, weakening the concept of fair

reward, particularly for rural and regional employers, was that some
industries (for instance, mining) are able to offer substantially higher
salaries and greater benefits; a point that is explored in more detail in
Section 4.5 of this chapter.

96

Examples include Radinsky (1969), Greenberg and Leventhal (1976), Bradley, et al.
(1999), Anonymous (2003), Fischer and Smith (2003), Fischer, (2004), Chiang and Birtch
(2007), and Tarrant (2009).
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4.3.3

Coercive power
Truth resides in every human heart, and one has to search for it
there, and to be guided by truth as one sees it. But no one has a
right to coerce others to act according to his own view of truth.
Mahatma Gandhi97

Directly linked to legitimate power, and the converse of reward power, is
coercive power. Coercive power is the capacity to influence others using
punishment or withholding positive outcomes (French & Raven, 1959).
While this form of power may never be activated, the ability to invoke
negative outcomes is a long‐standing tenet of Australian employment
practices. In addition, violations of legitimate power, such as bullying,
become an extreme form of coercive power.

If an employer has taken appropriate steps to help an under‐performing
employee improve, but they have not improved for whatever reason, then
the employer may choose to terminate that person's employment. While
this example demonstrates an acceptable application of coercive power, at
least two participants (18T and 25T) indicated that actively applying
coercive power was an option of last resort and they preferred to
encourage non‐performing employees to leave the firm of their own
accord. For instance:
I just present them regularly with the difficult fact that
they're not actually able to be here often enough over a
number of months and that their work performance hasn't
been great. Usually that means they resolve it themselves,
so I've never been at the pointy end of actually retrenching
or firing as such. Normally, they get the message and leave
of their own accord, and I prefer to let people see the light
that way. (25T, an employee accountant in a senior
management position, who also has Big 4 managerial
experience)
Likewise, Participant 18T, a semi‐retired partner in a multi‐partner rural
firm, commented that:
97

b.1869 ‐ d.1948, non‐violent, social activist championing civil rights, freedom, and
independence from British rule in India (Easwaran, 1997, p. 47).
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We generally encourage or make it easy for employees to
leave before it gets to the point where we terminate them.
We do that on the basis that if they want to get a job in town
they can say that they are leaving and we can say that they
have left of their own free will.
Participant 16T, a human resource professional working for a multi‐office
rural firm, made it a priority when she started with her current employer to
take active steps to rework the way the partners managed poor performing
staff.
I think the way we performance‐counsel people is best‐
practice and, if anything, we probably err on the side of
"how many times do we think is fair" before we start making
the hard decisions. Once, twice, three times or ten times,
generally it's two strikes and you're out sort of thing, but we
may drag that on a bit longer than we probably should
because nobody wants to be seen as the hard person in the
firm. (16T)
This participant went on to share how things had changed within the firm
and noted that if someone was recalcitrant and a poor performer, the
matter was now dealt with in a timely manner, whereas:
… years ago … it could go on for years and years and years
because none of the Directors had the wherewithal to want
to be the nasty person and say, "we just don't think this is
working out". (16T)
Passive management of under‐performing staff does not help public
accounting firms grow in the longer term and may even result in good staff
leaving because they feel their colleagues are receiving undeserved
preferential treatment. While there is room for improvement in how firms
manage their professional staff, one positive development relating to
voluntary exits witnessed in the profession was conveyed by Participant
31T.
… it's a change that I have seen since I've been here in terms
of how we handle exits. It used to be a little bit "as soon as
they resign, let's get them out the door, and treat them a
little bit abruptly", whereas now we have exit interviews and
we have farewell lunches and we try to treat it as reality, I
guess. It's more accepted now within the firm when
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someone moves on and it means they feel quite comfortable
to come back to the firm if it doesn't work out. (31T, a
regionally based human resource professional handling
recruitment selection for the firm's regional and city
locations)
While the above accounts advocate a positive approach to performance
management, examples of negative events were also communicated. For
instance, a positive learning experience is not a term that Participant 14T
would use to describe her time in a rural public practice. While she
admitted to not fitting the mould of a traditional conservative employee
(at the time she had bleached her hair and dyed it fire engine red), her
experience of being poorly managed turned her off public practice
completely. She recalled her nightmare in the following way:
I suddenly realised I absolutely just hated my job. So much
so, that when the alarm would go off I would really protest
getting out of bed. … When I handed the resignation letter
to my boss, nothing else was said. It was a case of "Oh!
That's a real surprise, we're really going to miss you here"
[but said with fake surprise]. … I had already had two
performance reviews where they pulled me aside and said,
"Not good enough, if you don't improve you'll be fired". … I
decided that I really wasn't going to wait for the third
review, so I left. In fact, I don't think any of the people even
bothered to say farewell. (14T ‐ thinking back about how
she felt as a young undergraduate in her first accounting
role)
This young participant (14T) also made a candid observation about the
structure of the accounting firm that she worked for, in that she described
it as being 'part of a chain'. For the Researcher, this instantly brought to
mind visions of multi‐location discount stores marketing to the masses and
focusing on quantity not quality ‐ a vision totally at odds with the
personable and individualised level of service usually offered by rural and
regional accounting firms. While not said with malice, believing the firm to
be 'part of a chain' rather than a professional client‐focused organisation
that leveraged on its group's resources, reveals how multiple
interpretations of reality co‐exist and brings to light how easy it is for
damaging beliefs to be formed and disseminated. Then again, seeking
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quantity not quality ties in with this participant's claim of little or no
orientation upon joining the firm and the failure of her manager to make
her feel a valued member of a professional community. While confronting
to the Researcher, the rise of so called 'accounting chains' also matches
with the wider recognition that many principals of smaller firms,
particularly in rural and regional areas, feel compelled to merge in order to
survive, a point which is further explored as part of Section 4.5 of this
chapter.

As noted by the human resource professionals and principals interviewed
for this study, more rural and regional firms are now adopting best‐practice
human resource management, and this has led to improved staff retention,
reduced turnover, and less leakage from the profession.

However,

negative experiences, such as the one shared by Participant 14T, may turn
the younger generation off pursuing a career in public practice and this will
only serve to exacerbate the dearth of quality mid‐level accountants
coming through.

As alluded to in Section 4.3.2, demand for rewards, in the context of a
chronic shortage of skilled accountants outside metropolitan areas, can
also be used as a form of coercive power, and this form of power is
observable within the discussions employees (and prospective employees)
enter into when they are negotiating their salary, benefits, and other
rewards for their services. When jobs are plentiful or, as is the case in
many rural and regional areas where skilled labour is in chronic short
supply, employees and potential employees are able to command
additional benefits or preferential treatment. Participant 32T, a human
resource professional making reference to recruiting a senior accountant
for a regional firm, gave a very potent exemplar of this situation:
Somebody may have had a personality clash but if we know
they can do the job then we probably will be a bit more
forgiving. If it was in Sydney or Brisbane it would be more
like "no, we don't need this" because we can be reasonably
sure we will find somebody else but, in this instance, I
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haven't said no yet. I've interviewed the candidate and I am
progressing forward. Would I have done the same if I were
an HR professional in a large firm in Sydney, probably not.
In the above example, Participant 32T is acknowledging that she may feel
forced (coerced) to employ a person that, under more favourable
circumstances, she might not otherwise consider. In this example, an
individual is not exerting direct coercive power, but the circumstances of
the situation, which are in the candidate's favour, have led to Participant
32T feeling somewhat coerced.

Participant 05P, a former rural practitioner, alluded to another variant of
coercive power. This participant revealed that one of the reasons he left
public practice after more than twenty years was that, increasingly, he felt
he was being put in a compromised position (coerced) juggling the needs
of his rural clients within the confines of the law. This participant recalled
his sobering sentiments as follows:
The profession has developed over time, and has from time
to time taken on burdens in various communities that might
be seen to be unfair. For example, in relation to taxation
matters and the practitioners who are doing the work for
individuals, there is a serious question there as to who are
they ultimately responsible to. The tax laws tend to place
very substantial burdens on the profession and those
involved in giving tax advice and doing tax work. The Tax
Act98 can impose very harsh penalties on the agent,
supposedly acting for the taxpayer. The public practitioner
may unwittingly find him/herself tied up with the problems
of the taxpayer and they end up in court losing [judgment in
favour of the Tax Office, loss of tax agent's licence,
disciplinary action, disgruntled client, etc.], or being fined. …
The government has introduced measures in an attempt to
address this ... but the end result is probably a lose/lose,
from both points of view. Service standards have dropped
and everyone is now more worried about protecting
themselves against third party actions rather than getting on
with the job.

98

A general comment about Australian taxation law requirements and potential penalties
(for instance, Income Tax, Goods & Services, Capital Gains Tax, Fringe Benefits Tax, and so
on).
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Speaking more generally of conditions that may trigger a sense of being
coerced, this participant relayed that:
The community has a greater expectation on a person
practicing in a small country town to the extent that they
become part of the broader community, more so than you
would see in the city. … there is sometimes the expectation
that the practitioner will do things with some social
conscience and act for people without necessarily charging
for it. Being aware of the personal circumstances may lead
to a situation where you are asked to do some work
[coerced], fully knowing that the person cannot pay. That's
not fair on the practitioner, but the community as a whole
expects that anyone who wants to work in the community
has to take the good and the bad. That's not to say if you
didn't do it you would lose people but, at the end of the day,
there is this broad understanding that people do talk in
those small environments, so there is not much you do that
other people are not aware of. (05P, a former rural
practitioner)
The realities shared by this participant (05P) clearly show how government
regulation juxtaposed with community expectation and close client
relationships come together to exact a joint form of coercion in the rural
setting; a situation that is less likely to occur in metropolitan areas.

Several other rural principals (e.g., 11T, 13T, 19T, and 33T) also noted that
the close personal friendships they have with their clients, although highly
valued, often mean that they feel somewhat obliged to provide a service
above and beyond what would normally be expected of a principal in a
larger city practice. For instance:
In the city you are fairly anonymous in your personal life but
out here everyone knows you or at least knows someone
that knows you. For instance, if I go shopping at night time I
might bump into half‐a‐dozen clients, so you have to be
mindful of that. Also, people don't just keep business to
business hours. For instance, people often ask you
questions on weekends or at social events and things like
that. So I guess you are constantly out there and accessible.
(11T, a partner in a multi‐partner rural firm)
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Participant 13T, also a rural principal, expressed a similar sentiment:
I think you become almost part of their family, in the sense
that you're a trusted advisor to them. They will ring you,
and this is not just limited to work or pure number
crunching, it can be about anything. At times you might
become like a pseudo counsellor, at times you are a
marriage counsellor, I've even been a suicide preventer one
time. Not that that was a pleasant experience but, at the
end of the day, you are actually part of their business, not
just someone who hangs on the side that they talk to now
and again when they need something.
The accountants (principals and employees) from rural and regional
communities in this study felt a stronger sense of social obligation to their
respective local communities than those participants who worked in
metropolitan locales. However, the strength of this commitment may vary
depending upon whether the participant is a principal of a firm or just an
employee no city‐based principals participated in this study).

Despite the added demands felt by some rural and regional principals as a
result of the close relationships with their clients, it was clear from the
dialogues that this was a choice these participants had made.

More

importantly, this choice was underlined by a genuine desire to help others
rather than any overt fear of losing a client or damage to their reputation.
This mindset was summed up best as 'But for us I think it's generally a
positive thing and that's why we're here because we like that involvement
with the people we know and we like to help them' (Participant 19T, a
long‐standing rural principal).

In this section, examples of coercive power recalled by employee and
employer participants are portrayed. While coercive power was a strong
and pervasive force both internally and externally to the firm, the misuse
of this form of power, as understood by the Researcher, was not held out
by the participants to be widespread within the profession.
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4.3.4

Expert power
If you're properly attired, you're hired. If you're not, I don't care
how 'Qualified' you may be ‐ it will be a case of "clothes, but no
cigar".
Miss Piggy99

Expert power is the respect held by others for an individual's knowledge
and skill (French & Raven, 1959). While expert power complements an
individual's legitimate power, a person can have expert power without
holding authority. However, a person's legitimate power is likely to be
weakened in the absence of expert power.

One distressing observation made by a number of migrant participants
(e.g., 21T, 29T, 35T, and 39T)100 was that their overseas accounting
experience was not valued and, therefore, they could not draw on expert
power when competing for employment. A case in point was Participant
35T. He had completed the Chartered Accounting program in India, but
was forced to undertake the entire Institute of Chartered Accountants in
Australia CA Program in order to be recognised in Australia as a
professional accountant, a requirement that this participant found unfair.
However, the Researcher can only speculate about the rationale behind
the prerequisite. By forcing Participant 35T to undertake the Australian
Chartered Accounting program (and not just segments relating to
Australian law and regulation) implies that his Indian CA qualification was
deemed not to be of a high enough standard. Another possibility is that it
was a protectionist activity by the professional body to safeguard
Australian CAs' standing101, or perhaps both reasons contributed to the
disregard shown for this participant's expert power (professional status
and expertise).
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Actress, icon, supermodel, chanteuse, muse, and frog‐o‐phile ‐ A central character in
The Muppet Show created by Jim Henson (@moiisfabulous, n.d.).
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As well as one Australian‐born participant (15E).
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Perceived unfairness associated with professional status and professional body
affiliation is the subject of Section 5.2.6 'Professional bias: Good for competition?' in
Chapter 5.

182

The disappointments these migrant accountants expressed were
compounded by the reluctance of employers, recruitment agencies, and
professional accounting bodies to recognise their prior work experience,
and to take advantage of the value that their cultural diversity might bring
to public accounting firms. This failure (deliberate or otherwise) links to
the biases faced by migrant accountants as presented in the next chapter
of this thesis (Section 5.2.3).

4.3.5

Referent power
It is a curious thing, Harry, but perhaps those who are best suited
to power are those who have never sought it.
Albus Dumbledore102

Referent power develops because people recognise an individual as having
access to resources that they want or need or because of that individual's
personal traits (French & Raven, 1959). In accounting firms (as well as
many other organisations), referent power is commonly attributed to the
personal assistant. This person may act as a gatekeeper, and staff may
foster a good working relationship with this person in order to gain access
to a principal of the firm or to ensure that the personal assistant speaks
highly of them. Participant 00P fondly recalled her time in public practice
and how the managing partner's personal assistant commanded deep
respect from all employees, and even the other partners of the firm paid
that assistant due deference. Another example of referent power was
shared by Participant 13T when recalling a vote of the partners about
organisational change, 'His [a long‐standing partner in the firm] vote
carried a lot of weight, even though it was only one vote out of four or
five'. Likewise, in a description of Participant 09T, his firm's website states,
'though now semi‐retired, [he] still enjoys the admiration and respect of his
partners, peers, employees, and clients due to him by his vast experience'.
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Headmaster, Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry (Rowling, 2007, p. 575).
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These three examples, in demonstrating the use of referent power, also
accentuate the importance of respect, which is an integral part of
interactional justice. However, recognising that an individual has referent
power can also be used to circumvent traditional reporting lines, to gain
acceptance by a group, or to solicit treatment that is more favourable. For
instance, Participant 21T indicated that she sided with the partners during
her time in public practice and this almost certainly afforded her
preferential treatment or, at least, less harsh treatment than some of her
colleagues. Similarly, Participant 10T recalled an unsavoury situation from
earlier in his career. He remembered one female employee being 'the sort
of person who said all the right things to the bosses to get up the ladder as
quickly as she could, but didn't care about the other people'. He went on
to say:
As the organisation was collapsing, she took it upon herself
to act as a buffer between the employees and the bosses in
the belief that she would be looked after because she
helped them [the bosses]. But she ended up getting nothing
more than anyone else got … I don't want to end up
sounding like a militant unionist or something, but there
were "the bosses" and "the workers" and you could choose
which side you wanted to be on, but you were not
necessarily going to do better on one side or the other.
(10T)
While the demise of the company was unfortunate, this experience
cemented the importance of fairness and transparency in the workplace in
the mind of this participant. Unlike his female colleague, Participant 10T
said with sincerity that he was 'happy' with how he personally dealt with
the situation and his decision to support the 'rest of the employees and
[help] the people who were less able to stand up for their own rights'.

The various forms of referent power illustrated above plainly show the
relevance of situational factors and demonstrate how, in some instances,
referent power was manipulated for personal gain.

However, the

consensus was that referent power was most often a positive force within
public accounting firms. This optimistic understanding was summed up by
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Participant 42T, an employee accountant in a city‐based firm) who warmly
shared, 'I guess it's sort of like being a family together and the bosses are
really fair themselves so this probably rubs off on everyone else too'.

4.3.6

Informational power
The old believe everything; the middle‐aged suspect everything;
the young know everything.
Oscar Wilde103

Although not part of French and Raven's (1959) original topography,
informational power (Raven, 1965) was also an omnipresent theme in the
conversations. In the context of this research, informational power lies in
the content and timeliness of communicating information, as well as the
sharing (or withholding) of knowledge, and is intrinsically linked to the
concept of informational justice (an arm of interactional justice). Specific
instances drawn from the conversations104 where informational power was
recognised by the Researcher as having been applied with varying degrees
of (un)fairness include:


Inadequate communication of how productivity targets were set
and/or applied (00P, 02P, 14T, and 23T);



The use of actual productivity results versus targets as a silent
weapon to:


pressurise employees to spend longer hours at work (21T,
22T, and 30T); and



intimidate and/or frustrate employees so they ended up
leaving the firm (07T, 14T, 29T, 35T, and 38T);



Objections to senior staff sharing knowledge with junior staff (07T,
and 22T);



Insufficient training or refusal to share knowledge (06T, 07T, 08T,
29T, and 35T);



Claims that the lack of local knowledge made migrant employees
less employable (21T, 29T, 35T, 39T, and 44T);



Ability to communicate in English used to differentiate employees
and potential employees, particularly at the trainee and new
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b.1854 ‐ d.1900, poet and playwright (Wilde, 1894)

104

The overwhelming majority of instances represent the voices of employee participants.
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graduate level, even for Australian‐born candidates (16T, 24T, 27T,
29T, 30T, 31T, and 39T);


Continuing professional development activities (knowledge
sharing) centred in the metropolitan areas (11T, 13T, 17T, 22T,
33T, and 41T); and



The use of the grapevine to disseminate and collect information
(00P, 04P, 05P, 16T, 17T, 22T, 32T, and 41T).

Individual scrutiny of each instance has not been incorporated into this
subsection in light of the ever‐present nature of informational power
throughout the analysis presented in this and the following chapter.

While the above discussion frames the analysis of the data using traditional
power categories, other more subtle forms of power exist within the
profession.

Tacit exemplars drawn from the conversations with the

research participants are considered in the following sections.

4.4

Assertive, submissive, or somewhere in between?
She, who must be obeyed.
Horace Rumpole105

As noted at the beginning of this chapter, most contemporary
management and organisational behaviour texts (which undergraduates,
including accounting majors, are frequently required to read and recall as
part of their degree studies) take a very positivist, almost black and white
approach to illustrating the use of power in the workplace. However, the
dynamics of power within an organisation are rarely so clear‐cut, and the
research participants repeatedly disclosed several factors that fuelled or
tempered power interactions.

105

Rumpole of the Bailey, a British drama series (1975 ‐ 1992) starring Leo McKern as
Horace Rumpole. Rumpole, the lead character, is an aging London barrister who regularly
mocks his wife as being 'She who must be obeyed', a reference to the formidable queen in
the 1887 adventure novel She by H. Rider Haggard.
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During the interviews, participants were encouraged to share their views
on whether they thought some people were more accepting of unfair
treatment than were other people, with the overwhelming majority
agreeing that this was the case. Although participants most often qualified
their opinion as being personality‐based, the Researcher understood this to
be more of a generic catchall expression to describe the myriad of
behaviours and actions people display in the workplace (which may not be
displayed in their personal lives or socially). In bringing together the
various expressions used, the concept of a corporate mindset began to
emerge, and has been adopted in this research to re‐present the lived
experiences shared by the participants in an integrated way. Figure 4.1
provides a collage of the expressions used by the participants to typify a
range of traits and behaviours apparent in their interpretations of
interactions, and their readings of individuals, within the context of the
accounting firm.

Dominant
Really shy

Conflict
averse

Tolerant
Radical
Just
conform

Lacks
confidence
Highly
strung

Take it in
their stride
Fear
Let it stew

Bully

Easy target

Challenge

Blame
yourself

Expectation

Self
promotion

Go with the Aggressive
flow
Narky
Don't rock
the boat
Proactive
Looks like a Reserved
victim
It's beneath
Outspoken
Scared
me
Cockroach
Switch off Kernel of
Assertive
Courage

Leader
Don't be a mouse
Stir the pot
Follower
Cranky
Below the
Control
Walk away
line
Competitive
freak
Fig. 4.1

fairness
9 to 5
Laid back

Traits and behaviours as expressed by the participants

Although public practice is often perceived as the site for boring work done
by drone accountants with little or no personality, the wide‐range of
expressions used by the participants to illustrate the traits and behaviours
they had observed or believed of their colleagues discredits these
derogatory stereotypes. To question these assumptions further, the public
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image of the profession, as perceived by the research participants, is linked
to the views held about professional bias in Section 5.2.6 of Chapter 5.

Seen as contributing to the impression of being submissive or subservient
was a person's cultural identity. While cultural identity is reflected on in
Chapter 5, it is noteworthy that at least twelve106 participants felt Asian
employees, particularly those of Chinese descent, were more likely to
accept particular forms of treatment that other Australian employees
would not readily tolerate. A number of reasons were offered for this
belief, including:


Confucian values and cultural upbringing ‐ in Asian cultures,
authority, good and bad, is just accepted (00P, 21T, 24T, 27T, 29T,
37T, 39T, 40T) ‐ In contrast, Australians are known for their
outspoken nature and willingness to challenge authority107;



Newness to Australia and do not want to jeopardise residency
status (25T, 28T, 37T) ‐ Something that Australian citizens by birth
do not have to worry about as their citizenship cannot be revoked
under any circumstance. For new citizens, their citizenship status
will only be revoked under certain circumstances;



Lack of confidence to speak their mind or defend their position in
English (00P, 30T) ‐ English is the Australia's mother tongue and
most people growing up in Australia are given the opportunity to
develop strong verbal skills; and



Grateful to be working as an accountant in their adopted country
(21T, 30T, 40T, 42T) ‐ A reality that many Australians take for
granted.

It was also noted that even if someone appears more accepting of unfair
treatment, it might be that this person feels they cannot change the
situation, or that they risk being put in a worse position. They may also
feel it will jeopardise their career progression and/or future rewards, and
this possibility is unacceptable, particularly when the individual has
personal commitments or other obligations that necessitate continuous

106

Including nine migrant participants from the East and South‐East Asian regions and
three Caucasian participants who have worked extensively in Asia or who have developed
an appreciation for Asian philosophy to help them connect with their Asian colleagues.
107

Background information is provided by Due (2011).
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employment108. These people may also feel they have no or few suitable
employment openings, and this is especially the case for people living in
rural areas where travelling distance from home may make other
employment options unworkable.

By way of example, Participant 41T, a career accountant and a mother, had
been unhappy with her workplace culture for many years, but felt she had
no choice other than to accept the situation because she lived in a small
rural town with no other accounting firms close by and her husband's
employment was dependent on the family living on their farm. Participant
03P (a rural accounting academic, with prior Big 4 experience) also
acknowledged that an accounting firm in a small rural community is often a
key employer and, as such, if an employee feels unjustly treated there are
few alternative employment opportunities if they choose to leave. A case
in point was Participant 04P, a former Chief Executive Officer of a rurally
based charity, who felt compelled to move to the city in order to find work
at a suitable level and to escape the innuendo and gossip circulating in his
local community after he was forced to leave his employer abruptly.

Another example of feeling trapped with no way out was shared by
Participant 24T, who recalled how her brother, also an accountant, had
been constantly put down by his manager and was threatened that 'if
something is not done properly then your arse is on the line'. In the end,
he left the company because he could not cope with the threats, and this
participant remembered her brother being very psychologically drained as
a result. She also strongly believed that his Asian values, together with
having just started a family, stopped him from telling the human resource
manager what was happening and seeking help.

Remembering back to when she was in public practice in the 80s and, more
recently, to her experience teaching accounting undergraduates,

108

Such as home loan mortgage repayments, single‐income families, and the like.
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Participant 00P noted, 'younger people may be more inclined to speak out
before thinking things through so they may appear less accepting'.
Participant 24T, an early career accountant, echoed this sentiment by
saying, 'when you are older you have a better understanding and you are
less likely to do anything too irrational when something is wrong'.
Likewise, Participant 03P, a rural accounting academic, with prior Big 4
experience, felt that for younger people:
Sometimes their age makes it more difficult to deal with it in
a learning way. They are young, they have less experience,
and if you look at the medical research dealing with people
in their late teens/early twenties, they still don't think things
through at that age. It's an instantaneous response, even
though it's a cognitive response it is still instant, they don't
think through the consequences so much.
Similarly, Participant 41T, a career accountant, recalled an incident
involving a much younger female colleague who had worked at the
accounting firm for about eighteen months, and the same male partner
who had upset her on numerous occasions upset this young female
employee one day 'so she just walked out'. Participant 41T recounted that
'the incident happened in the morning, I can't even remember what the
incident was, but she just said she had to go for a coffee. She was gone for
about an hour and when she came back, she handed in her resignation. …
so that was that'. The event has stuck in the mind of this participant and
her recollections of the incident were shared as a contrast to the way she
dealt with matters that irked her at work109 and her angst at being unable
to change the way this particular partner treated staff, especially her.

Participant 31T, a human resource professional, also noted that younger
people today appear more upfront about what they expect from the
employment relationship and said 'there is certainly a high level of
confidence and awareness of what they can ask for and what they expect
in their positions'.
109

While this participant accepted that this was not

Participant 41T somewhat passively said 'I express my opinion but I suppose that,
overall, I am reasonably tolerant'.
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necessarily a bad thing, she said it was sometimes not easy to explain to
these younger employees why things were the way they were and
enlightening these young accountants about the nature of public practice
and how this differs from employment in commerce. This observation also
alludes to a sense of empowerment that, although not part of French and
Raven's (1959) original power topography, is an important source of power
and a quality recognised by the Researcher in many of her participants.

Most participants also felt that as people mature in their career and gain
experience, they become more willing to acknowledge different
viewpoints. This maturity can also temper a person's external competitive
drive and enable them to internalise their motivation to get ahead in the
workplace. This viewpoint was summed up by Participant 09T, a senior
partner with many years of experience, who said 'you become more
knowledgeable and more experienced, you have travelled more and seen
more and you are not trying to promote yourself quite so much'.
Participant 01P, an accounting academic who started her career in a small
rural accounting firm, framed her opinion more personally by saying:
I think I have become more tolerant or maybe I have
developed better coping strategies not to let it worry me or
get to me in quite the same way. I just go on my path and I
have become less competitive. This does not mean less
achievement oriented, in fact, I have become more
achievement oriented as I have got older but I see it more as
internal competition within myself, rather than an external
fight to show that I am better than other people and that
changes the way I feel about perceptions of fairness as well.
Another such example was shared by Participant 33T (an established rural
practitioner), who revealed that when he was an employee he probably
had a different perspective on things than he does now that he is an
employer. Participant 27T (an employee accountant in his late 20s) also
shared this view and said 'if you move to a more senior level, I think
generally you would expect more out of your staff, just from a self‐interest
point of view, and so the term "fair" changes as well'. The two female
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principals (Participants 07T and 17T) interviewed for this study also alluded
to a similar point of view.

Likewise, Participant 22T (an employee

accountant in her early 30s) noted that, as a manager, she now oversees
the work of others and, accordingly, she is no longer just accountable to
the partners for her own work, but must also ensure that her entire team
meets its budget.

These shifting expectations and perspectives point towards a more elastic
mindset rather than a hard and fast rule of being benevolent, entitled, or
equity sensitive (Huseman, et al., 1987). This elasticity is explored in more
detail in Chapter 6 as part of linking the lived experiences of the research
participants to the theory underpinning equity sensitivity (Huseman, et al.,
1987), exchange ideology (Eisenberger, et al., 1986), and zone of tolerance
(Gilliland, 2008).

4.5

The power of market forces: From the countryside
May the 'market' force be with you.110

During data collection, the Global Financial Crisis (GFC) dominated the local
and international media. While Australia appears to have weathered the
crisis better than many other countries (as reported by Saunders & Wong,
2011), at the height of the GFC there were dire predictions of job losses
and severe economic distress Australia‐wide. Fortunately, such pessimistic
forecasts, particularly for rural and regional communities, did not fully
eventuate. Nonetheless, several participants (for instance, 11T, 13T, 19T,
22T, 26T, and 33T111) commented that some of their clients were impacted
by the GFC through the effect of losses or poor returns by their
superannuation funds and, in towns where there was a dominant industry
such as mining, the negative side of the GFC was more visible. However,
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A play on words taken from the Star Wars films and used by numerous authors
including Mason (1999), Redden (1999), and Calandra (2000).

111

Employees and principals from accounting firms.
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there were also beneficial outcomes attributed to the GFC. For instance,
one rural principal (11T) commented that the GFC probably was a 'positive
influence' in that his firm was able to attract a highly skilled practitioner
from the city to join as a partner.

While most participants expressed concern about the economy in general
and how the effects of the GFC might flow through to incomes and the
local economy, few participants had witnessed job losses or acute financial
distress firsthand among other people. There were signs of belt‐tightening
and re‐evaluations of staff productivity by employer participants, however,
local issues such as the severe prolonged drought, attracting skilled
employees, and the devastating floods of 2010‐2011, were far more
pressing concerns for rural and regional communities than the
macroeconomic effects of the GFC. Even those participants working in
metropolitan areas reported that the GFC had little negative impact within
their circle of colleagues and friends.

Another significant economic reality facing rural and regional communities
is that many family‐run farms are struggling to remain competitive. As a
result, many of these farms have consolidated into larger commercial
operations. In turn, these consolidated operations are less likely to engage
smaller accounting firms, thus eroding the potential client base in the area.
Compounding the problem, these previous farming families often leave the
area in search of work elsewhere and this further diminishes the town's
ability to be self‐sustaining; a concern best summed up by Participant 33T,
a rural principal, who reflected:
… when you work in a country town where the town is
diminishing, your client base is effectively diminishing too,
and that would be a concern for most practitioners, I would
think. Farming communities seem to be getting smaller
because they are being eaten up by bigger corporates, and
that is happening a lot in [the region] right now. That affects
your town, it affects every business really, including
accounting.
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In addition to community‐wide matters, legislative change in terms of what
work accountants can and cannot do was another pressing concern leading
to the perception of an erosion of power.

Participant 09T, a senior

principal with many years experience, felt that country practitioners were
being progressively shut out of some accounting work, and gave the
example of how trust accounts must now be audited by a registered
company auditor. He went on to point out how it is almost impossible for a
rural or regional practitioner to become a registered auditor without
working in the city because there is not enough exposure to this type of
work to achieve the minimum hours of experience required.

Additionally, this Participant (09T) noted that the recommendations made
in the Cooper Review (Cooper et al., 2010) may severely impact smaller
country firms if superannuation fund audits have to be outsourced. During
a visit to regional New South Wales, Liz Westover (2011), a spokesperson
for The Institute of Chartered Accountants in Australia, also heard the
same dire message from many of the practitioners that she met. In her
blog, she acknowledged that:
… it is becoming almost impossible for regional practitioners
to satisfy the requirements to become Registered Company
Auditors. Unfortunately, they will rarely be able to gain the
required experience in large listed audits unless they have
worked for a larger, often city‐based firm. Ironically, they
don't actually want or need to carry out these types of
audits in their regional practices.
When commenting on auditor registration requirements for self‐managed
superannuation funds112, Ms Westover (2011) further acknowledged that it
was important to:
... ensure that we have competent auditors carrying out
quality audits; a goal very much worth supporting. However,
in doing so, we must be careful not to over‐regulate to the
point of stifling the industry, or communities across Australia
will suffer the consequences.
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See Regulatory Guide 243: Registration of self‐managed superannuation fund auditors
for further information (Australian Securities & Investment Commission (ASIC), 2013).
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The obligation to meet external deadlines or face significant financial
penalty and possible expulsion from the professional bodies also shaped
fairness perceptions in the public accounting domain, particularly in firms
where tax and compliance work constituted a significant proportion of the
fee base.
As alluded to in Section 4.3.2, a number of participants113 agreed that the
available workforce in their region was often dictated by the availability of
what was described as 'better employment options'. Mining, which is also
a traditionally male‐dominated industry, was noted as more likely to offer
higher salaries with better employment terms and, therefore, attracts
people away from public practice careers. Participant 19T, a rural principal,
explained the situation this way:
There are lots of jobs in the mines that pay a substantial
income for not too much work and, to be truthful, they're
unlikely to be partners here [in his accounting firm] so their
income potential is better in the mines, with less effort and
probably less stress.
Likewise, Participant 12T, a sole practitioner from remote New South
Wales, offered:
… we are a mining town, and as mining has been essentially
a male vocation, finding men to work here [in his accounting
firm] has been very difficult because they tend to work in
the mine. For instance, if I put an ad in the paper tomorrow
seeking a senior clerk I reckon I would be hard pressed to get
a bloke to apply. If the job was for an accountant, then that
may change the mix of applicants, but for administration
positions, definitely females would only apply.
In addition to dominant industries being more attractive to employees, it
was also noted that smaller firms, particularly in country areas, are less
able to compete with the larger metropolitan firms, most notably in terms
of remuneration. In a letter to the editor of InTheBlack, the professional
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Including 12T, 19T, and 33T (Principals), 25T (a senior accountant in management), 32T,
(a human resource professional).
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magazine of CPA Australia Ltd, a young graduate accountant undertaking
the CPA program (McGowan, 2008) pointed out:
The smaller accounting firms and, in particular, country firms
… either cannot afford to or are unwilling to pay talented
graduates what they expect in order to keep them onboard.
Why would a recent graduate undertake lower paid work
when larger firms are offering more pay and more flexible
work commitments? Money is not everything to a young
accountant but it does play a major role in choosing an
employer (p. 11).
Another contributor to CPA Australia's InTheBlack magazine left public
practice before completing his CPA qualification and said he chose to 'cut
[his] losses' (Milner, 2008), citing inferior pay, long hours, and boring work.
He also noted that, as a new accounting graduate, the knowledge he had
gained at university was rarely stretched, and the standard business model
of keep expenses low and profits high just further added to his
dissatisfaction with the accounting profession as a whole. Participant 18T,
a semi‐retired partner in a rural firm, echoed these views by saying, 'It
seems that males prefer commerce, and I think that commerce probably
pays better than public practice'. In a similar vein, Participant 12T, a sole‐
practitioner from outback New South Wales, said frankly:
Fees in the country tend to be lower and this then is
reflected in the amount you can pay your staff. This
presents a problem particularly when you try to recruit a
graduate. Now whether that's unfair is hard to say, it is the
dictate of the market. Is the market unfair, well that's a
question to ask Julia Gillard or Tony Abbott. It is a reality
rather than unfairness.
When recalling the loss of a promising trainee that had been with the firm
for two‐and‐a‐half years, Participant 33T said 'he actually accepted a
position at the local council, which was offering $7.5K [per annum] more'.
While remuneration is only one form of reward, this is a sobering
illustration of how smaller firms, particularly those firms servicing rural
communities, cannot realistically compete with larger corporations and
government instrumentalities for quality employees on the basis of salary
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alone. The reality of attracting high‐calibre employees to smaller rural
firms also resonated with Participant 08T, a rural practitioner who had
recently merged his firm with a larger accounting group:
I think many people today want to work for a larger firm,
particularly when they can see career growth opportunities,
pay, conditions, etc. that a larger firm can offer, which is a
lot more than I could ever have offered as a smaller firm.
While remuneration, in general, was seen by the participants as a major
market force (as well as a reward and a means of applying coercive power),
it was also noted that there has been a marked decline in the
attractiveness of accounting as a life‐long career. Numerous campaigns114
have been undertaken by the professional bodies to enhance the
profession's image, however, many participants alluded to the continued
existence of the lacklustre image of the profession.

For instance,

Participant 13T, a rural principal, remarked 'rightly or wrongly, accounting
has this perception where people think it is people in 1960s suits who have
no personality whatsoever. They look at the H&R Block ads on TV and go
"why would I want to be one of those" …'115. Participant 33T, also a rural
principal, concurred and noted 'the younger generation today don't
consider accounting as a fashionable career'.

Similarly, Participant 16T, a human resource professional, shared that
when she attends marketing and recruiting events116 promoting accounting
careers with the firm she works for, students do not appear very
enthusiastic about pursuing a career in accounting, and noted
'unfortunately, accounting just doesn't have the perception of being an
exciting career choice. It's a solid career choice if you want a job, and it's
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Examples described in the academic literature include Parker (1999), Warren and
Parker (2009), Davison (2011), and Albu, et al, (2011), and the recent multimedia
campaigns of CPA Australia Ltd (2010), The Institute of Chartered Accountants in Australia
(2010), and the Institute of Public Accountants Ltd (2011) can be viewed on YouTube.
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http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=92YQd5jQKCs is a link to an H&R Block TV
commercial from 1983.

116

Also called 'Careers Fairs'.
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portable too, you can travel overseas and have a fantastic career', and she
went on to say:
For whatever reason, accounting is not seen as a profession
of choice anymore. It's interesting when I go to careers fairs
because often the students I talk with say accounting is
boring. So the industry has a real issue around how to break
that perception and I don't know whether it starts with the
school careers advice or what, but it's very frustrating. (16T)
It is also counterproductive to the image of public accounting when articles
in the popular press shout out 'What's with those beancounters? They're
still out there trying to convince the world that accountants are, believe it
or not, cool and sexy' (Gettler, 2007, online).

An attention‐grabbing (although perhaps controversial) opinion as to why
males are shunning the profession, was offered by Participant 22T who
said, 'I also don't know whether accounting is looked upon as a poofy job
for males to do now but there is not the same number of males entering
accounting courses like there was previously'. While this comment was an
interesting twist on the traditional male‐dominated nature of the
profession, it begs the question of whether the push to make public
practice more inclusive and an attractive career choice for women has
inadvertently portrayed the profession as being 'women's work' and, thus,
in attempting to extinguish gender bias has, instead, perpetuated it.

Not so much a market force, but more a market reality, is the inherent
nature of small firms. Many of the participant comments presented in this
chapter express a feature (or features) typical of small business, and that
distinguishes these firms from the majority of their larger counterparts.
These distinctive features are summarised in Table 2.1 in Chapter 2. As
such, the nature of small business, such as client expectations, the
preferences of the owner, and the constraints imposed by professional and
government regulations, may be construed as creating an unfair work
environment.
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4.6

The power of money
Time is money.
Benjamin Franklin117

Although money, in the form of wages and positive cash flows from
operations, did not dominate the conversations with the participants,
many of the issues identified draw attention to the cost of doing business
in the smaller firm setting. In particular, issues relating to fee sensitivity of
rural clients, timesheet productivity, and employee expectations regarding
non‐cash/in‐kind benefits are clearly visible in some of the participant
comments reproduced within this chapter. The power of money is also
evident in many of the opinions and experiences relating to attending
continuing professional development activities and the recent legislative
changes on workplace flexibility that are presented in the following chapter
on bias.

Overt attempts at cost control may also be indirectly influenced by the
inherent nature of small business118, particularly when the costs are viewed
as eroding profitability. The sense of being financially disadvantaged is
made worse because of the perception of the higher cost of doing business
for rural and regional practitioners, which, in turn, may be alienating
existing employees or deterring potential employees by creating the
impression of a less than fair workplace or stymieing their career
opportunities.

4.7

Chapter pit stop

In this chapter, how power is generated, controlled, and opposed (Bernard
& Ryan, 2010) within public accounting firms has been exposed and re‐
enacted through the participant examples and opinions shared.

In

addition, commentary and reflection on how powerful external forces
117

b.1706 ‐ d.1790, One of the founding fathers of the United States of America (Franklin,
1748).
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See Table 2.1 Characteristics typical of small business in Chapter 2.
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shape the nature of public accounting as understood and lived by the
research participants was offered. The interpretive text generated through
analysis of the discourse, and supported by the research participants'
personal experiences, observations, and views, suggests that power is a
complex, dynamic force that is context‐linked, culturally guided, and time‐
bound.

However, the existence of power in the workplace is not always a negative
force. While there are many forms of power and, likewise, many forms of
(un)fairness, not every participant experienced every form of power. Some
wielded power and received favourable treatment, while others recounted
how power was used against them and so felt unfairly treated. Thus,
although people may recall an instance or instances of power‐related
unfairness, their overall judgments of the workplace did not amount to a
profound verdict of unfairness. While the portrayals of power within
public accounting practices were central to how fairness was perceived by
the participants in this study, market forces external to the profession were
strongly believed to be undermining the future viability of the smaller rural
firm.

In the next chapter, the pervasiveness of bias within the accounting
profession is revealed through the multiple realities conveyed by the
research participants.
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5

Bias: A theme of significance

5.1

Chapter itinerary

Following on from the analysis of power presented in Chapter 4, recurring
preferences and prejudices (bias) detected in the transcripts, together with
comments made by the participants suggestive of the existence of bias are
now explored. In order to comprehensively capture and report, in detail,
the research participants' stories and accounts, these preferences and
prejudices have been interwoven with relevant observations from
legislation, as well as the professional and research literatures. Again,
secondary data sources from the public domain voicing personal opinions
that parallel (or contrast with) the experiences and observations shared
have also been drawn upon to emphasise the realness of the participants'
personal accounts.

5.2

Bias: Preference or prejudice
No one knows his place in society, his class position, or social
status; nor does anyone know his fortune in the distribution of
natural assets and abilities, his intelligence, strength, and the
like.
John Rawls119

Although overt discrimination is no longer tolerated, evident within the
conversations with the research participants was an acknowledgement
that unfairness, through various forms of bias, still exists in the workplace
today. In general terms, bias is a preference for or prejudice against
someone or something (Soanes & Stevenson, 2004), and can be direct or
indirect.

Direct bias explicitly prevents a person from accessing an

outcome (such as not being hired or being overlooked for promotion)
based on an individual difference (e.g., gender, cultural identity, or a
disability) that is irrelevant to the circumstances. By contrast, indirect bias
is a personal or organisational stance (or policy) that, on the surface,
119

b.1921 ‐ d.2002, leading American political and moral philosopher (Rawls, 1971, p.
137).
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appears fair and neutral, but leads to an individual or group of individuals
being disadvantaged. Even though indirect bias is often unintentional or
unconsciously exhibited, this does not make it any less offensive than other
forms of discrimination.

While not considered by the participants to be endemic in the accounting
profession, it was noted that balancing best‐practice in human resource
management with the commercial realities of running a public accounting
firm often meant compromise, which potentially created or exacerbated
perceptions of bias. Participant 13T, a rural principal in a multi‐partner
firm, confronted this dilemma by saying:
I know what is fair in theoretical terms probably doesn't
equate to practice too often. Being a rural employer, we are
looking for people who fit the demographic and who can
relate to our clients. … we are trying to be fair to our clients
as well and not put them out of their comfort zone by asking
them to deal with people who may be of a different
background or mindset than them.
This is not to say that clients are more highly valued than staff by rural
accounting firms, but the practicalities of doing business are that firms
need to keep their clients happy and willing to pay for services rendered in
order to make a living and be able to pay their staff.

More broadly, a perennial debate in society is the male versus female
conundrum and there is a vast body of literature attesting to, or
vehemently denying, gender differences120. When asked 'Do you think
there is a difference in the way males and females deal with fairness
issues?', the initial response by many participants was to pause or make a
vocal utterance such as 'um' or 'Oh!'. While most participants felt there
were some differences in the way males and females deal with fairness

120

For a spread of views see, for instance, Stanga and Turpen (1991), Collins (1993),
Kirkham and Loft (1993), Sweeney and McFarlin (1997), Lee and Farh (1999), O'Neill, et al.
(2001), Hume and Smith (2006), and Haynes (2012).
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events, these differences were not in deciding what was fair or unfair per
se, but merely disparity in people's reactions to it.

Interestingly, some participants responded that they felt unqualified to
answer such a question from an organisational perspective. One such
participant was 12T, a sole‐practitioner from remote New South Wales,
who said 'I think I would be hard pressed to give a view here. In my
accounting practice, my staff have always been female', and Participant
14T, a young new graduate, said 'I don't know that I'm really qualified to
answer that'. Where differences were perceived, the participants were
quick to qualify their opinion, and Figure 5.1 typifies some of the
qualifications made.
Generally
more
Forgiving
Nuturing
Family focused
Intuitive
Emotional
Vindictive
Submissive
Compassionate
Accepting

Dominant
Outspoken
Aggressive
Get over it
Easy going
Blokey
Switch‐off
Confrontational
Black and white
Pinch of salt

Fights for fairness Manage females well?
corporate mindset is important too

Fig. 5.1

Gender influenced descriptors defending fairness opinions

The following two subsections tease out aspects of gender‐related bias
embedded in the conversations.
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5.2.1

The fairer sex
A woman would take the place of a man and preclude us from
giving practical experience to one male officer. She could marry
at any time and be lost to us. She could not be regarded as a
long‐term investment in the same way as we regard a man.
A R Taysom121

Despite the positive changes in societal opinions towards women in the
workforce, gender bias was frequently mentioned by participants and, in
most instances, the bias was directed at, or felt by, females of child‐bearing
age and mothers with dependent children. Like many professions, public
accounting has traditionally been male‐dominated, however, public
accounting is increasingly seen as an attractive career option for females.
Although the consensus was that more females were now beginning their
careers in public practice, the profession remains very male‐dominated.
This dominance is particularly so at the partner and more senior levels,
partly because 'a conservative view still permeates the profession in that
men gain the qualifications and females do not, and so the females tend to
remain as employees rather than becoming principals themselves'
(Participant 12T, an accountant with many years of experience as a
principal in a multi‐partner firm and as a sole‐practitioner).

Outwardly, accounting is a portable professional qualification but, despite
this portability, the profession, as a whole, still adheres to more traditional
work structures which favour full‐time employment and, in turn, these
work practices limit opportunities to pursue a professional career on a
part‐time basis. Participant 38T, who is currently taking a break from full‐
time work to focus on her family, expressed her frustration at this ethos by
saying:
I have really noticed a reluctance to offer part‐time work. A
lot of employers think that every single job on the face of
the earth takes exactly 40 hours a week and there is no
variation from that.
121

Reproduced from an internal minute written by A R Taysom (1963), an officer of the
Trade Commissioner Service, to his director on why women should not be appointed as
trade commissioners.
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Although not put quite so bluntly, other female participants expressed
frustration at the lack of professional opportunities for women (and men)
who do not want to work a traditional thirty‐eight‐hour week. The lack of
advertised professional part‐time positions supports this perception and
implies that although the Fair Work Act 2009 forces employers to provide
flexible work options to current employees, employers are not keen to
seek out new employees wanting flexible work arrangements.

An

interesting observation about part‐time work, also made by Participant
38T, was:
… the jobs I was looking at were the equivalent of maybe
$100K‐$120K full‐time, but the part‐time jobs I found were
offering a pro‐rata rate based on only $50K. ... So to cut your
hours in half you have to take a three‐quarter pay cut.
Combining motherhood and an accounting career is a career/life choice
that a number of participants purposely made. Various approaches to
facilitate this decision were taken by participants, including:


Starting their own accounting business (07T, 17T);



Leaving the profession for a public service position (30T);



Taking on a lower skilled job to access part‐time work (07T);



Putting their career aspirations on hold (22T, 41T); or



Ceasing work and taking time out from their career to have a
family (38T, 41T).

Another alternative to balancing career/life choices was to change jobs
within the profession, although none of the female participants in this
study had chosen this option, several male participants had moved to the
country seeking a better lifestyle with a new accounting firm (for instance,
02P, 10T, 25T, and 26T).

Participant 17T commented that she and a female colleague left their
employer to go into business together to give them more time to enjoy
their young families. This working mother summarised her decision by
saying:
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It's kind of being fair to me and to my family, otherwise I
think I wouldn't work at all and I would be just a stay‐at‐
home mum. ... I don't come to work for the money I come to
work because I enjoy it.
While starting their own accounting business or leaving the profession for a
public service position were seen by participants as positive career moves,
taking on a lower skilled job to access part‐time work or taking time out
from their career to have a family were more out of necessity rather than
by choice. Even with the introduction of specific legislation to promote
equal opportunity for women in the workplace122 and, more recently, the
Fair Work Act 2009, it was noted by many participants that more females
than males leave the profession in the middle ranks.

For instance,

Participant 09T, a rural principal, commented 'the problem is not so much a
prejudice but, in the main, females don't stay on. They have families, or
join in with their husband's business, etc., so they just don't stay'. Another
male participant made a similar observation:
… you lose a lot more females out of the public practice
stream over the years, so at a higher level you have more
males. … I have noticed that a lot more females leave to go
into other fields than stay in public practice. I don't know
whether that's to do with workloads, or flexibility, or what.
(26T, a rural mid‐career accounting specialist)
Two other male participants (12T and 25T) also commented that lower
skilled accounting roles, such as bookkeeping and payables/receivables,
suit a family‐focused lifestyle because this type of work can be easily
broken into segments or chunks and can be accomplished during different
time periods, such as between school hours or over a couple of days a
week. However, unrestricted flexibility does not always fit well with tight
deadlines and other external forces, which are part of the compliance work
many public accounting practices do, but are beyond the control of the
accounting firm. As a result, offering flexibility to one group of employees
may lead to other employees (not currently entitled to that flexibility) to
122

Such as the Equal Opportunity for Women in the Workplace Act 1999 and, its
predecessor, the Affirmative Action (Equal Employment Opportunity for Women) Act 1986.
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feel disgruntled or unfairly treated.

For example, Participant 25T

acknowledged that the majority of his staff at the moment 'are middle‐
aged ladies with families, so sometimes that drives the fairness focus a
little bit to make sure you are covering people who need to be away with
their kids and those sorts of things'.

Although less common among men, three male participants (10T, 26T, and
40T) specifically said fatherhood had influenced their career choices, and
both male and female participants revealed they had modified their short
to mid‐term career aspirations to accommodate family responsibilities. For
instance:
I potentially see myself as a partner in this firm down the
track, but I wouldn't say it's in my immediate future. It's
something I might perhaps look at in say a five to ten year
time frame just because at the moment I also have a little bit
of a family focus with young children. So, I suppose, in a way
I'm purposely limiting the amount of work I do. (26T, a male
employee)
I recently had my first child so my career aspirations have
pretty much plateaued a bit in terms of what I want to do
and what I am physically capable of doing I think. I always
did want to become a principal but looking at it now it's
probably nothing that I'm aspiring to within at least the next
ten years. … my family is my priority right now. (22T, a
female employee)
While these two participants were able to adjust their careers (and their
aspirations) to accommodate the change in their family circumstances,
other participants have not encountered such flexibility. Participant 07T
was one such individual. She recalled applying for an audit position but
had to turn the job offer down because of the need for overnight travel
and extended periods away from her family. Likewise, the pressure of
public practice, particularly the long hours expected during peak periods,
led Participant 30T to switch to a public service position in anticipation of
starting a family.
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Even in accounting firms that have adopted more family‐friendly work
policies, it was noted that some employees have difficulty juggling family
commitments with work responsibilities and, in cases where work
responsibilities were not being adequately met, the employee was faced
with little choice but to resign.

Participant 38T also expressed her

uneasiness with accessing family‐friendly policies when other employees,
particularly fathers, did not do so and said she felt she was 'taking
advantage' and did not want to feel like she was soliciting favourable
treatment. These uncomfortable feelings ultimately led this participant to
take time out of her career for her family.

Participant 40T, an accountant and business consultant to accounting
firms, also expressed concern that many rural firms were struggling with
the new family‐friendly policies contained in the Fair Work Act 2009,
particularly paid maternity leave, as firms are now more likely to be short
staffed and under heavier workload pressure for considerably longer
periods. Experienced accounting professionals, in general, are in short
supply and engaging an employee for a parental leave assignment in rural
and regional areas is even more difficult because of the geographical
location. Participant 40T also pointed out that the new legislation almost
encourages people, particularly females, to be away from the profession
for longer, thus creating additional concerns about skills retention and
disengagement from the firm.

Participant 18T, a senior rural principal in a multi‐partner accounting firm,
commented that his firm was currently advertising for a senior accountant
and an assistant as a precautionary measure in light of the number of
females presently on staff. He went on to say that his firm had 'to plan
because of their ages and their relationships so, if and when the time
comes, we don't want to be caught short again due to being mean‐handed
or tight‐fisted'. Labour cost is one of the largest expenses for rural and
regional firms and, therefore, any excess capacity or additional training
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costs directly affect the bottom line of the firm, which in turn reduces the
amount of profit for the partners.

While Participant 18T's firm was anticipating future needs, how the
comment was conveyed gave the Researcher the impression of an
underlying frustration or perhaps even resentment that the ever increasing
family‐friendly benefits were eroding profitability in the smaller rural firm
context. This example raises an important fairness dilemma for public
practices, regardless of their location, in that there is considerable lead‐
time required to plan for parental leave and any short/medium‐term
excess capacity potentially limits the total quantum of remuneration
available for all staff, not just for the partners. Likewise, generating new
client relationships takes time, so the possibility for a mismatch between
costs and income generation is a real concern.

Several participants (e.g., 00P, 07T, 18T, and 22T) also agreed that
combining part‐time work and partnership status, while not mutually
exclusive, was rarely accommodated. One female participant (07T) was
told explicitly she would never be offered a partnership while ever she
worked part‐time, and this attitude, among others, prompted her to set up
her own accounting practice.

Reflecting on being a new mum and a senior manager in a male‐dominated
firm, Participant 22T said sometimes she felt there was a gap between
being a female employee and being a partner, in that as a female 'you're
not quite able to get there, but if you're a male you might'. This viewpoint
is in stark contrast to a statement made by another working mother who
was reported as saying 'since the announcement [of her appointment as
the only female partner in an otherwise male‐dominated firm] the biggest
buzz I get is from the enthusiasm of the rest of the female staff. They
realise that the opportunities are there if they are really committed to their
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work' (GO Griffith Editor, 2010)123. This is not to say that Participant 22T is
any less dedicated to her work, but that multiple realities of a situation can
co‐exist even if they appear to be contradictory.

Although combining partnership status with flexible work arrangements is
a possibility, it is clearly not the norm within Australian public accounting
firms. Even when firms make statements of fact regarding an employee's
status with the firm, the veracity of the words chosen cuts deep at times
and what was printed impartially is perceived as being biased. A relatable
instance was communicated in a letter to the editor of CPA Australia Ltd's
professional magazine, InTheBlack. In this letter, an employee revealed
how she felt devalued once she went on maternity leave, lamenting:
... already I have seen my credentials in my organisation's
annual report change from "BCom CPA MBA" to "On
Maternity Leave". With all my colleagues listed with their
post‐nominals, it really brought home how differently
women are seen once they include family among their
commitments. (Anonymous, 2009b, p. 8)
The somewhat pessimistic views expressed by many of the female
participants in this study are not likely to be over‐exaggerations,
particularly when reinforced by beliefs like 'it is difficult to accommodate
part‐time work at partner level, which probably also discourages females
to stay in the profession' (09T, a semi‐retired male principal in a multi‐
partner firm).

While females are more likely to juggle careers with family responsibilities,
men who take time out for their families may also face similar career
blocks. A blogger going by the pseudonym Fairytales (Horin, 2011) had this
to say about accounting and parental leave:
... accounting, banks, etc., once you leave to have babies
that's the end of your career! You come back sidelined with
the lower end jobs, less challenging, less pay. More so if you
123

However, as noted previously in this section, this female partner had not progressively
moved up the ranks to partner level in this firm, but had changed jobs several times in
order to achieve the career/life balance she wanted.
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come back part‐time.
Discriminatory?
Indeed!
Uncommon? No! Speak to any mother who has had
maternity [leave] and gone back to work part‐time. I have
worked in law firms and large accounting firms ‐ there is no
expectation of promotion. They give you no work and when
you are reviewed [for] on time production, they say you are
non‐productive and then counselled out. It's their way of
covering their arses. I had a male colleague in [a] Big 4
[accounting firm] whose company had a policy for paternity
leave for men [sic]. But once he took paternity leave, he was
ostracised for it and it killed his career and prospects.
Another male colleague was expected to stay at a
conference locally along with the other attendees for a week
and when he asked to sleep at home at night to be with his
heavily expectant wife he was chastised and told that he
wasn't suitable for the firm. Thereafter he was overlooked
for interesting work and promotion.
Another side to career progression, or lack thereof, is the expectation that
senior employees seeking promotion will bring in new business. That is, in
order to ensure one's career is not stymied, they have to become a
salesperson and establish their own portfolio of clients in addition to
managing other employees (unless they choose to become a specialist). As
a consequence, this expectation often leads to exits from the profession.
One such example was provided by Participant 00P who mused that being
asked to 'drum up business' was one of the reasons behind her decision to
leave public practice early in her career.

Marshall (n.d.), in his blog

directed at the accounting profession, illustrated this stumbling block as
follows:
For the group who don't have sales skills, they reach a level
in the profession where they hit a salary ceiling. Put simply,
he who brings in the business gets highly paid in any
professional service. In industry or commerce, their skills
are in high demand and there is no need to sell, so senior
accounting roles are available to them.
This predicament is a reality for both male and female accountants, and
Participant 32T, a human resource professional with a regional accounting
firm, communicated an exemplar of this expectation:
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… an audit professional may want career progression, but to
access that group of opportunities, particularly if they want
to become an associate director, they have to bring in new
business.
There is a pretty big focus on business
development if they want to progress within the firm.
Furthermore, employees who access flexible work arrangements,
particularly because of family commitments may, intentionally, or feel
forced to, reduce their business networking contact time as well, thereby
compounding the effect of this potential career deadlock. Participant 22T,
a new mother, is a case in point. This participant said she had moved her
focus from career to family and went on to say that she had resigned from
several local community boards because of her changed family
commitments. By taking herself out of the networking environment, she
may be subsequently overlooked by businesses seeking a new accountant
('out of sight out of mind').

As part of the Fair Work Act 2009, Australian employers now have a very
clear set of rules about providing paid parental leave, and yet this
legislation is a form of discrimination in that it provides access to a benefit
for new parents whilst excluding people who are childless and people with
older children. While these benefits have been hard fought for, in the
context of the international marketplace, Australia is now far less
competitive partly because the cost of labour is so high (Business Council of
Australia, 2012). Even though it might be considered heresy, some of the
current workplace benefits may need to be reconsidered for the nation to
remain internationally competitive and to keep jobs in Australia in the
longer term. Already, there is a move within the accounting profession
towards outsourcing and offshoring, particularly for compliance work, and
this has been a regular topic in accounting circles. Participant 19T, a
partner in a multi‐office rural practice, made the following comment about
why his firm was seriously investigating outsourcing:
We're taking a long‐term view and we just don't see
ourselves being able to attract a whole lot of people to mid‐
level accounting jobs for a 20‐year career. In the absence of
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that, and needing those resources, we're looking at
alternative solutions to solve that.
A comparable view was reproduced in a newsletter published by
Macquarie Relationship Banking (Macquarie Bank Limited, 2010):
Technology is changing it all. The skills shortage is hurting us
so we have to look at managing the work out of India. The
quality is far greater than we could produce. Their service
standard of two days has improved our turnaround and
profitability on SMSF124 compliance work (p. 2).
While society's discourse has significantly changed since the 1950s,
particularly in relation to women, the development of equality for all in the
workplace has only been possible because of the volumes of legislation
introduced to mandate and support this change. Both male and female
participants specifically commented on the increase in workplace
legislation and, although the majority felt that this had brought about
positive change, a few participants felt some of the changes had resulted in
other inequities. Participant 13T, for example, felt he was no longer able to
enforce a professional dress standard within his office because he feared
being accused of harassment by his female employees.

It was also

acknowledged that 'in Australia, people don't always do the right thing
when it comes to people management so we legislate for it' (40T, an
accountant who now consults to rural accounting firms to their maximise
human resources).

124

SMSF ‐ Self‐managed superannuation funds.
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5.2.2

Blokes behaving badly
Why aren't you taking me out to lunch for Secretaries' Day,
everyone else is being taken out!
His secretary
Well, if you looked more attractive perhaps you might have a
better chance!
The partner125

Several forms of bias came through strongly in the conversations,
specifically implicating men, and the personal commentary quoted above
certainly epitomises a blokey approach to managing female employees.
Both male and female participants referred to a perceived boys' club
culture within the profession and several participants felt that not much
had changed over the past three decades.

Recalling her early public

accounting days in the 1980s, Participant 01P made the comment that
going to the pub on Friday afternoons was commonplace.

Similarly,

Participant 25T remembered his time in public practice in the 1990s as 'a
very blokey accounting culture … football, drinking fairly regularly type of
thing', and Participant 00P recognised that her public practice experience
early in her career had 'toughened her up'. Even the Australian Prime
Minister, Julia Gillard, has been quoted as saying how she 'always thought
the Australian culture was a bit blokey' (Pesek, 2011, p. 1).

Somewhat surprisingly, the younger generation of participants in this study
did not make the same harsh observations about their organisation's
culture, and principals and human resource professionals from this study
shared how their firms were actively taking steps to engage their
employees socially in a more holistic and inclusive way (including 13T, 31T,
32T, and 40T). As an example, Participant 13T, a principal in a rural firm,
revealed how his firm had evolved 'from being conservative, straight up
and down to where now once a month we take an afternoon off and we do
an activity as a group'. Participant 31T, a human resource professional
125

Former colleagues of the Researcher, who had to step in to mop up the tears, and
politely kick the partner in the shins (c. Secretaries' Day 1991).
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employed by a regional firm, gave a similar example of this transformation
in the way employees were now managed in her firm:
… at the moment I'm working on a corporate wellness
program, which incorporates seminars and activities into our
firm's social events rather than just the usual "come and
have something to eat and drink", things like including stress
management skills and work/life balance techniques'.
A further positive illustration volunteered by Participant 16T, a human
resource professional employed by a multi‐office rural firm, was the way
performance management of employees had advanced, from a loosely
planned process that was often ignored, to one of best‐practice at her firm
(see Section 4.3.3 of the preceding chapter to read Participant 16T's
comment). However, this participant (16T) also pointed out that one of the
unique features of professional accounting practices is that the principals
are most often all equal partners and so no one is actually the ultimate
boss. Consequently, what one partner does can be a bit different to what
another partner does (even when there are documented policies and
procedures in place) and this can lead to impressions of unfairness.

Despite the positive steps reported by some firms to manage their staff
more holistically, two participants (01P and 14T, employees who left public
practice early in their careers) also expressed reservations at females being
expected to perform non‐professional duties, such as being the
receptionist and even doing the washing‐up in the staff kitchen. While
Participant 14T did not personally mind these sorts of impromptu requests,
she had this to say about her accounting colleague:
… we might be asked to do the washing up, or other menial
tasks. I know that the accounts payable clerk gets very upset
when we are asked to do these odd jobs. She will just about
have a stroke and gets really quite agitated and carries on
about how we haven't been employed to do these things
and says, "this is beneath me", so she thinks it's highly unfair
that we get asked to do these tasks. I have no problem with
these requests but the accounts payable clerk does them
only under objection.
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Participant 39T, a male migrant participant, was the recipient of a
corresponding gendered request when he was working as an accounts
assistant in New Zealand.
After a while, I was told not to answer the phone anymore.
My manager told me directly. She said that someone on the
Board didn't think it was appropriate for me to answer
telephone calls, which I guess was probably because of my
accent. (39T)
Although this participant believed that the request stemmed from his Asian
accent, in light of the experiences shared by other participants in the
current project and in previous studies, it is also conceivable that being
male, and not his accent, was the main reason behind this request. This
presumption may be because females are perceived as being more easily
transferred between professional and non‐professional functions, and so
are more likely to be expected to take on such roles. This expectation may
also partly explain why Participant 07T's former managing partner
neglected to provide her with an audit assistant because he assumed that
as Participant 07T was female she could do the administration tasks as
well126. However, participants with experience in smaller firms (such as
00P and 12T, as well as 39T despite his negative experience) noted that
non‐accounting task segregation was more likely to be a function of who
was free at the time, and so the most efficient use of labour (and not
gender) was the primary driver.

In further instances of blokes behaving badly, both male and female
participants recalled instances of male managers and principals not
managing female staff well. In addition, several male principals (including
08T, 11T, and 13T) made comments that implied they were not always pro‐
active in the way they managed their female staff, and three human
resource professionals (Participants 20T, 34T, and 40T ) specifically
reported that managing staff, particularly the male boss/female employee

126

Refer to Section 4.3.1 of the previous chapter to read what Participant 07T said about
under‐resourcing and poor planning by her former managing partner.
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dyad, was challenging.

Table 5.1 brings together the more candid

statements made by participants when describing their views and
experiences involving male managers.

Comments by female participants
I have always felt a lot of [male]
employers don't necessarily think
things through or plan well, they
sort of "wing it" at the time. (07T)
I have always found that they [male
partners] are not very good at
managing female employees. (17T)

Comments by male participants
Nothing unfair from me, but their
female perception gave rise to such
a negative outcome. … I never
showed favouritism … (08T)
People here don't get together, at
least not the men, to talk about
these things or run each other down
… (09T)

I was basically told, "well you have
an IT degree, you go figure it out".
It wasn't said in those exact words,
but that was what was implied.
Like, "you're a smart girl, you can
work out the software". (14T)

… if any of the staff did have a
problem they would talk to us about
it, but as they are not knocking on
our door now, we presume there
are no problems. (11T)

… based on some of the comments
he has made, my impression is that
if you were a good‐looking
chickybabe on his team you might
get treated differently to someone
that wasn't as attractive … (20T)

… there was a little bit of resistance
in one or two areas, but not with
the principals because they're all
males. (18T, commenting on the
admission of a new female partner)

Tab. 5.1 Candid statements about male managers

In defence of the male manager, Participant 25T, a male manager himself,
offered this view:
I think in Australia we have a mentality of avoidance in
management generally, and I'm a classic case for sure. That
is, if somebody is a bit of a problem in a team they tend to
be just ignored a little bit more rather than being actively
managed. I guess it's just one of those traits you notice a bit
more. I don't know whether that means some people are
being treated too fairly but, without being too hard, I think
that some people are treated too fairly because
management isn't something that comes naturally.
Hierarchy isn't something that comes naturally in Australia
necessarily and that, coupled with the industrial relations
laws here, to an extent can mean that there is almost an
overzealousness to be perceived as too fair.
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Participant 40T, an accountant with international experience who now
advises rural and regional accounting firms particularly in relation to
getting the best from their staff, said he had witnessed many instances of
ineffectual leadership and made the observation that:
People are appointed as partners because they are good
technically, but suddenly they are expected to be great
leaders and people managers, and this is something they are
not taught to do well.
When passing judgment on the male manager, an important aspect to note
is that the more senior positions in accounting firms, particularly
partnership level, are currently occupied by males. The upshot of this
reality is that males feature more regularly in claims of inadequate and/or
inconsistent management practices and ineffective leadership simply
because of the prevalence of males in managerial positions (although that
is no reason to condone such behaviour).

While much of the preceding commentary focuses on discrimination
directed at or felt by females, Participant 13T, a partner in a rural firm,
highlighted an instance where female employees appeared to be favoured.
I also know that if I am reviewing a job and find an error that
needs to be corrected, I'm a lot more tolerant and
understanding with the female staff and, now that I think
about it, I shouldn't be. I'm probably a little bit more
teacher orientated saying "this is how you do it…" but if one
of the blokes does it I probably say "hey mate, this isn't
right, this is what you did wrong, go fix it!" That's the first
time I have thought about that, but that's exactly what I do
[emphasis added].
This case raises an interesting fairness issue. In recognising people need to
be treated as individuals is it, therefore, the case that treating people
according to their needs is a positive approach to human resource
management or, on the other hand, is it more or less fair if everyone is
treated the 'same', regardless? A further valuable aspect of this revelation
is that it is not until an individual reflects on their actions that they realise
perhaps they are not acting as impartially as they should be.
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Another instance, where females could be viewed as being favoured, was
light‐heartedly shared by Participant 25T (a male) who worked in a female‐
dominated department. This participant recalled how his former male boss
would come in every morning and say 'hello ladies', even though
Participant 25T was also his direct report. Although this participant was
not personally offended by his boss' greeting, this experience has shaped
Participant 25T's approach to managing staff and he now consciously
ensures he does not make similar exclusionary comments which could be
perceived as being unfair or even discriminatory.

Not everyone agrees that changing societal attitudes and the trend that
more women are now choosing to become accountants are positive steps
for the accounting profession. In his post to the CPA forum, one male
graduate undertaking the CPA program asked 'Are men becoming a rare
breed in our profession?', and went on to grouse:
Is it just me or do any of you also notice a gender bias
favouring women in the accounting profession. I stand
corrected but in my opinion a lot of men are missing entry
and mid‐level opportunities in a profession with a growing
appetite for women. I have witnessed this phenomenon
firsthand since graduating three years back. As if the subtle
and unspoken bias on the basis of ethnicity and the so called
"non‐English speaking migrant background" wasn't enough,
now job candidates like myself are waking up to this other
type of inequality to contend with. (Mustafa, 2005)
Although not specifically disclosed, this migrant accountant's first cultural
identity appears to be at odds with the changing face of Australian society,
and his opinion came across to the Researcher as a put down for females in
that migrant male accountants should be more highly regarded than
female accountants. This view is his own perspective on reality, however,
another credible explanation is that his chauvinistic views, rather than his
ethnicity or gender, may be the prime reason why he had yet to secure a
professional appointment in Australia.
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While gender‐linked bias was a recurring theme within the conversations,
so too were the differentiated social realities faced by migrant accountants
(as the abovementioned forum post claims).

5.2.3

Are you Australian? The social realities of migrant accountants
Surely one of the most irritating put‐downs of recent times is to
be described as 'un‐Australian' but in such a diverse country, can
we narrow down what it is to actually be Australian?
David Dale127

As discussed as part of the tour of the fairness literature (Chapter 2), there
is a large body of work that suggests cultural identity plays a part in how
views on workplace fairness evolve.

While globalisation is drawing

countries closer together economically, culturally, and socially, there
remains a continuing imperative to recognise, understand, and adjust for
varied cultural expectations. This is particularly pertinent when making
judgments about what is considered fair in the context of Australian public
accounting workplaces, as well as the wider organisational setting. Cultural
identity, in the context of this research, involved identifying those
participants (thirteen migrant accountants128) who were born in a country
where English is not the first language. In addition, nine participants129 are
known to have worked overseas in a professional capacity for an extended
period.

Both employees and employers who participated in this study saw a high
level of professional English language proficiency as a crucial skill, and this
skill was highlighted as being particularly important for rural and regional
firms where all employees were expected to engage in client contact. This
prerequisite ability and the continual development of this skill heavily
127

b.1948 ‐ , journalist and social commentator (Aedy, 2007).

128

21T, 23T, 24T, 27T, 28T, 29T, 30T, 35T, 36T, 37T, 39T, 42T, and 43E. In addition, two
other participants (00P and 06T) were born in an English speaking country, but immigrated
to Australia at an early age.
129

00P (Singapore), 10T (United Kingdom), 15E (United Kingdom), 25T (Papua New
Guinea), 29T (Malaysia), 35T (India), 39T (New Zealand), 40T (Malaysia), 43E (Asian
region).
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favours Australian‐born and educated employees. While some participants
reported having migrant accounting colleagues and staff, it was noted that
'there

are

sometimes

issues

with

their

[migrant

accountants]

communication ability and they cannot speak English well' (Participant 33T,
a male partner in a rural accounting firm); a view echoed by Participant
13T, (also a male partner in a rural accounting firm) who offered:
… there is a big language barrier because their [new migrant
accountants] English isn't quite good enough. … while you
are training you don't make any money from them [new
employees in general, but particularly new migrant
accountants] because it is basically all in and out. It's sad to
have to put a number on it like that but that's the reality and
if you're not making any money then you can't pay the other
thirty people here as well.
Participant 08T, a principal with a multi‐partner firm from rural New South
Wales, described a similar picture:
There has been a great increase in graduates who are of
Chinese or Indian descent applying for positions. It is great
that these people want to get experience in the country, but
when you are with a small firm, such as I was, it is difficult to
put these people on because of their skill set. A lot of the
time it was their level of English ability that created a barrier
and, as a small firm employer, I was not in a position to
provide assistance with learning to speak and write English,
whereas a larger firm can. Unfortunately, smaller firms do
not have the resources to train at this level.
A number of employee participants (including 16T, 24T, 27T, 29T, 30T, and
31T) also noted that communication skills were often used as a way to
differentiate applicants, particularly at the trainee and new graduate level,
even for Australian‐born candidates. Accounting is a knowledge intensive
profession, requiring continuing professional development to keep abreast
of technical changes and, as such, most smaller firms are not in a position
to provide additional assistance or offer in‐house or external training
opportunities to staff in learning to speak and write professional‐level
English. Participant 08T, a rural principal, frankly summed up this view by
saying:
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... with smaller firms, new employees have to hit the ground
running, and this means these employees are more likely to
have client contact early on, so if their communication skills
are not the best then this becomes a bit of a problem.
In addition, language proficiency is not a static skill, but has to be practiced
regularly otherwise it is easily lost, and a number of the migrant
participants acknowledged the value of improving their English language
skills within the Australian backdrop through practice.

For instance,

Participant 30T lived with a home‐stay family during her first year at
university and felt she had really learnt a lot, particularly about day‐to‐day
living and the cultural side of Australian life. Participant 30T also said living
with a home‐stay family had definitely helped her to perfect her language
skills 'because I was using English to talk to people on a daily basis, whereas
if you just socialise with other Chinese people you won't have as many
opportunities to practice'. This was a view also expressed by Participant
39T, who noted '... my language skills have also improved, but if I had only
associated with other Asian people then my language skills would have
probably remained very Asian and be much more like a new immigrant'.

A good command of English is more than just being able to read and write.
Accurately comprehending what is written and said is also a necessity. For
instance, Participant 16T, a human resource professional from a multi‐
location rural firm, gave the example of a young Chinese person applying
for a cadetship:
We got her to do a bit of a comprehension exercise. She
really struggled with reading the written word and
interpreting what it actually meant. I know there are a lot of
Australians that would struggle with that too, but I guess it is
a skill level that we require.
A similar example shared by Participant 27T (and corroborated by 30T),
involved a mutual colleague whom they believed was being held back in
her career because of her English language ability.

It is a stalemate

situation ‐ her employer is unwilling to promote her because, in their eyes,
her English language ability is inadequate, however, she is averse to
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undertaking additional English language classes because she has already
lived in Australia for nearly ten years and does not think it necessary.
Participant 30T sympathised with both points of view, but recognised that
the employer 'needs people who can hit the ground running instead of
spending time training them'. This participant also remarked that having
only a limited vocabulary restricts her colleague's ability to communicate at
a professional level.

While Australians take pride in being a multicultural society, this quality is
concentrated in the larger cities. Consequently, new migrants and even
long‐term Australians who do not fit the traditional white Anglo‐Saxon
stereotype often struggle to become established professionally in country
areas of Australia. Even the rural firms that welcomed cultural diversity as
a competitive advantage acknowledged they were often faced 'with some
difficulties in regards to client contact and their [lack of] local cultural
knowledge' (Participant 31T). Extending this point, Participant 40T, an
accountant by training who now provides specialist HRM services to rural
firms, noted that 'recruiting new migrants to the bush is a hard issue
because rural communities are not that accepting of non‐English speaking
professionals'.

This participant also pointed out that the Australian

humour gets more 'earthy' as you move inland from the coast, and
Participant 27T, a migrant participant, was of the same opinion,
commenting that 'The Australian sense of humour is a very different type
of humour and takes a bit of getting used to '. A related example was
offered by Participant 11T, a rural principal, who recounted his experience
with staff from central Europe and made the comment that Australians are
fairly laid back by nature and that it was a challenge, at times, to get these
employees 'to have a laugh and not be so straight up and down'.

These opinions and experiences emphasise the importance of having well‐
developed English language proficiency, which includes not only being able
to read and write, but be confident in their ability to converse effectively
on various levels with a broad range of people. These observations also
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point to the need for (and time to allow for) socialisation and acculturation
of staff, in conjunction with fostering cultural understanding in the firm's
client base. However, this can be difficult to achieve, particularly for
smaller firms where there is often limited capacity to provide more than
just superficial assistance to develop cultural awareness.

In addition to perceived language barriers, another recurring perception
concerning fairness in relation to migrant participants was securing
employment, in general, as a professional accountant in Australia. Even
though the experiences shared point towards a preference for locally born
employees, particularly in country areas, the migrant accountants who
participated in this study did not report feeling overtly racially
discriminated against130 when looking for work. However, six migrant
participants131 revealed other difficulties in securing work as an accountant
in Australia, which could have been a mask for racial bias. Two explicit
hurdles encountered were the lack of Australian permanent residency (PR)
status and discounting of prior professional accounting experience. For
instance, one female migrant participant in her mid 20s (42T) mentioned:
Before I became a PR I was finding it difficult to get work.
Companies tend not to employ international students
because they never know when someone may need to go
back and can't stay on. Once I became a PR, I found it much
easier and I would receive calls for interviews but finding
work without being a PR was quite a challenge.
Participant 30T recounted a comparable story:
When I first graduated … it was really hard to find a job … we
were still on our student visas so we were not supposed to
be getting a job anywhere. … I was granted PR status about
three months after graduation. My friend's boss contacted
me again … because I think I made a good impression during
the interview and it was just my lack of residency status that

130

Where people from a similar national identity are perceived as being (or made to feel)
inferior to those of the dominant culture, and are, therefore, treated as such (van Dijk,
1992).

131

Participants 21T, 29T, 30T, 35T, 39T, and 42T.
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made him reject me [previously]. He asked if I had my PR
yet, and I said, "yes" ... and I started work.
While all but one of the migrant participants (29T) believed their cultural
identity had not been an explicit barrier to their accounting careers, many
rural employers expressed reservations about employing migrant
accountants, even those migrants with Australian university degrees.
Participant 33T, a country accountant in a multi‐partner firm, summed up
the employer's perspective, by saying 'I have my doubts in a lot of respects
as to how long they [foreign new graduates and fully qualified migrant
accountants] will stick around. Will they just use us as a stepping stone
and move on!' Participant 08T, a partner in a rural firm that is a member of
a national network, expressed a similar concern saying that 'if people from
overseas cannot initially get a job in the city then they will come to the
country to get experience but then go back to the city to work'.

Even with prior accounting experience, some migrant participants found
that this experience was not valued. For instance, in spite of having
graduated from a metropolitan‐based Australian university, Participant 21T
recalled:
… that my experience with a Big 4 firm was not counted in
Australia. I believe that if you come from a non‐English
speaking background the accounting work experience that
you had in that country is not considered much at all ... if I
came from the UK and had work experience with the same
Big 4 firm, and then came to Australia, I could probably sell it
a bit more, but I sort of remember when I was looking for
my first full‐time job it didn't hold any weight really. I had a
couple of written references from the Big 4 firm's partners,
but that was neither here nor there.
This participant felt that language was the main sticking point. However, it
is also possible that the economic status of the country where she gained
her experience (i.e., non‐first world country) and that country's perceived
business practices (i.e., graft and corruption) were criticised and, therefore,
contributed to her experience being heavily discounted by the principals in
the Australian arm of the same Big 4 firm.
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Participant 29T, also an Australian university graduate with previous
experience in a Big 4 accounting firm in Asia, recalled feeling undervalued
when he started work as an assistant manager at a Big 4 firm in Australia,
noting that 'Despite my ten years of work experience, this firm could not
give me a higher position, which I guess is understandable. The main
reason given being I didn't have sufficient Australian experience'.
Participant 39T was born and educated in China and moved to New
Zealand to complete a second undergraduate degree in accounting and
taxation.

He, too, expressed frustration that his professional working

experience gained in New Zealand was not recognised, and grumbled:
When I moved from New Zealand to Australia, my previous
experience was not really recognised by the Australian
market. Even though I had worked for private and public
companies in New Zealand, when I came here a couple of
years ago I still found it very difficult to find an accounting
job. Actually, it was very, very difficult. (39T)
This lack of recognition was not just confined to individual accounting
firms, but was also demonstrated by the professional accounting bodies.
Participant 35T's ordeal is one such case. Although he had previously
completed the Chartered Accounting program in India, he was forced to
redo The Institute of Chartered Accountants in Australia CA program in full
before being recognised in Australia as a professional accountant.

To understand the social realities of migrant accountants better, the
migrant accountants in this study were asked to comment on how
influential their birth cultural identity was in the way they lived their lives
and conducted business.

Not surprisingly, they all recognised the

significance of their birth culture, but they also enthusiastically revealed
that actively participating in Australian culture132 was now an important
part of their everyday lives.

These participants expressed their new

cultural identity in the following ways (see Table 5.2 opposite).

132

'... if there is such a thing' (21T), '... difficult to define what's Australian and what's un‐
Australian' (02P).
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everybody does think
differently.
I am not sure if my Chinese
values are as important to me
as they used to be.
Actually, it’s getting less and
less.
If you mingle with the local
community you will be accepted
more readily.

I don't think it has a big
influence on the way I live my
life right now.
At least 50% of my friends are
non‐Asians and my behaviour
has probably changed to fit in
with my new friends and
colleagues.
I am used to the Australian
culture and the way we work.

traditional because I was educated in the Chinese way.

I probably consider myself half
and half.
I am used to the way of life
here.
I'm now comfortable calling
people by their first name.
I'd say 50/50 but my boyfriend
is French, so I think a bit of
French would be nice as well.
I'm Australian now.

Not Ocker but Aussie.

Although I am an Australian ci zen now, I think I am s ll very Chinese, s ll very ┘

I am impressed with the
For me I don’t care about those
I do have the Australian
Australian way of life and the
sorts of things too much
viewpoint that if something is
outlook towards life.
anymore, I’ve adopted the
not fair then you should stand
up and say something, but the approach of not to be a mouse. Even though I have a Chinese
Asian side of me feels I should
background, I don’t think I take
I still think I am very much a
hold back.
on too much of the Chinese
Chinese Malaysian in terms of
values.
my values, the food that I eat,
I’m a cockroach, I can live
and probably the way that I
everywhere and never die,
I am not a very typical Chinese
think, even though I have been
always survive.
person.
here eight years.
I think I’m 50/50 even though I
I don’t know about saving face, I
have been living here a long
don’t think I care about that bit
We still follow the same
time.
any more.
traditions and rituals along with
those
of
Australia.
I’m married to an Australian.
It’s not really influential, but

Γ Malaysian sentiment as well as some Aussie in me.

Well maybe half & half, I don’t want to go to the extreme because I still want to have my Chinese

I still eat rice, but that’s about it.

Tab. 5.2 Migrant participants and their new cultural identity

While the above Table (5.2) is a compilation of the cultural values of the
migrant participants in this study, embracing at least some aspects of
Australian culture was regarded as rewarding, both professionally and
personally. An interesting angle to these comments is that many of the
migrant participants identified themselves as Chinese, although they were
not born in China, nor had they lived there; further testament to the
portability of cultural identity in the 21st Century.

Another intriguing aspect was that the overwhelming majority of the
migrant participants did not deliberately decide to immigrate to Australia ‐
it was more that opportunities arose to remain in Australia upon
graduation from university.

At the time of the interviews, these

participants mostly reported positive work experiences and, all but one
participant (29T), conveyed that they were happy or very happy with their
current employer.
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Despite the general positive outlook by the migrant participants in this
study, migrant accountants can face additional challenges when trying to
establish their professional career. These frustrations, particularly when
encountered repeatedly, can lead to a sense of being unfairly treated and
the impression that other people are more favoured. Whilst gender and
cultural identity were prevailing themes communicated, the participants
also keenly expressed a range of age‐related perceptions of fairness.

5.2.4

The age of reason
A spinster lady can, and very often does, turn into something of a
battleaxe with the passing years. A man usually mellows.
A R Taysom133

Opinions were divided over whether people appear to become more
accepting or less tolerant of unfairness as the years pass. For instance,
Participant 05P, with extensive experience at senior management level,
said 'as individuals age they become less tolerant of unfair behaviour, so
where things may have restricted them in the past, they are now more
capable of speaking out against it'. However, another participant thought:
... you become a bit more accepting that the world isn't
black and white, which is probably why I suppose there is
always going to be a generational gap ... between knowledge
and having a greater sense of self‐awareness and experience
versus that black and white that's not fair attitude or
immature approach. (32T, a human resource professional in
her late 30s)
Although a range of viewpoints was expressed, the consensus was that
chronological age was not an important determinant of perceptions of
fairness. By way of example, a partner in a rural firm noted that some long
tenure mature‐age employees probably perceive changes in the way the
partners managed the firm now as being unfair, but this apparent shift in

133

Reproduced from an internal minute written by A R Taysom (1963), an officer of the
Trade Commissioner Service, to his director on why women should not be appointed as
trade commissioners.
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tolerance had 'more to do with people's inability to adapt to change than
anything specifically to do with age' (11T).

Several migrant participants noted that absorbing a new cultural identity
may also lead to changes in how people perceive fairness issues over time.
This was the case for Participant 36T, who admitted that 'matters that look
fair in an open society may not be so in a restricted society'.

This

participant gave the example of how drinking alcohol 'is not an offence in
Australia and perhaps it is a culture of celebration'. Although drinking
alcohol is an offence in his birth country, he accepts that alcohol is part of
the Australian way of life and is now not so affronted by it.

Overt unfairness, shocks, and other unexpected traumatic events were also
thought to influence how a person viewed fairness. Giving weight to this
statement, at least nine participants134 witnessed events during their time
in public practice which made them re‐evaluate the fairness of their
organisation's culture and, ultimately, contributed to their decision to leave
their employer or, in some instances, to leave the profession altogether.
However, only Participant 17T openly expressed that she had felt age
discrimination early in her career but given the circumstances that she
reported (no partner support, negative attitudes from staff, and her short
tenure with the firm), her lack of prior leadership experience rather than
her age may have been the pivotal factor.

In addition, changes in personal priorities (such as parenthood, as
discussed previously in this chapter) and life experiences were considered
stronger stimuli in terms of how fairness was judged than was
chronological age. It was also the consensus view that perceptions of what
is fair or unfair have not varied significantly for most participants, but their
reactions to fairness events, particularly unfairness, have certainly changed
over time.

134

Participants 00P, 01P, 07T, 14T, 17T, 21T, 29T, 30T, and 35T.
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Participant 10T, a specialist accountant currently employed by a rural firm,
who has worked in a variety of accounting roles during his career (locally
and internationally), typified this realisation regarding life experiences:
I think for younger people fairness is still important but they
have a strong personal drive, which, in some cases, can
compete with that. However, the need to be at the top of
the pecking order or to keep up with the Joneses can
dissipate over time, which means that the value they place
on fairness, which was always there, now doesn't have the
competition anymore and so comes to the fore.
From an organisational perspective, Participant 42T summed up the
general sentiment by saying, 'with more experience, your thinking is more
mature.

You have been exposed to more business outcomes so you

develop a better understanding of fairness'. However, getting older does
not always equate to greater maturity, as noted by Participant 03P, who
interacts with young would‐be accountants in her position as a teaching
academic, who said that you have to be willing to learn from those
experiences. Participant 20T, a seasoned human resource professional
employed by a regional accounting firm, provided further clarity on this
point by adding 'if someone doesn't see fairness as a core value, they will
learn to change, but that is only because the legislative requirements
enforce that sort of behaviour'.

As a result, statutory changes have

contributed heavily to the shift in social expectations, in that Australians
are now more conditioned to avoid making potentially discriminatory
comparisons.

This change within the social structure can also be seen by reflecting upon
Australia's historical workplace culture. For instance, the older participants
in this study gave very insightful accounts of how the profession, as a
whole, has changed in a positive way over the past five decades. One such
insight (offered by Participant 09T) was how religious convictions of clients
were previously accommodated by making a conscious decision to employ
a mix of Roman Catholic and Protestant employees. Such discrimination is
now illegal but, forty or fifty years ago, it made good business sense, and
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while legislation has forced this shift, the change in the religious beliefs
within Australian society has also contributed to the move away from
service provision based on religious affiliation135. Participant 09T also
reflected that 'I guess some of it [who his firm chose to employ in years
gone by] was perhaps a follow on from the war. Perhaps there was an
anti‐Asian sentiment [in decades past] and some of the older people still
hold those sorts of anti‐Japanese feelings, but this is obviously
disappearing'. Similarly, Participant 00P, recalled witnessing anti‐Asian
views in older Australians in social situations.

Another salient social change recognised by older participants was that the
younger generation now have more opportunity to follow their preferred
career. Previous barriers to entry into other professions, such as financial
constraints and the need to attend university in a major city, have almost
dissolved. While this is a positive social development, it has potentially
reduced the number of people entering the accounting profession,
particularly from country areas. This belief was expressed by Participant
33T, a principal in a regional accounting firm, who said:
Twenty years ago, you were limited in country NSW to
probably just accounting, agriculture, or teaching, but now
there are at least a dozen or so courses that you can do,
probably more. … You have a lot more choice because many
of the courses that were previously only offered by city
universities are now offered in your local backyard. The
people that do want to stay in the area now have the pick of
the courses that they want to do, whereas years ago they
would have thought "oh well, I only have a choice of three
so I might as well take accounting".
Concurring with Participant 33T's view, three rural participants (09T, 12T,
and 41T) shared that becoming an accountant was not their first choice
and recalled how accounting was the next best thing.

Their stories

highlight how the necessity of choosing a future career with opportunities
outweighed following their heart:

135

For an examination of religion in Australia see Henry, Kurzak, and Sherlock (2012).
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[I became an accountant because] … in 1957 there was a job
available. My family didn't have enough money to send me
to university to do science. (09T)
I should have stayed in pure mathematics and philosophy
and stayed out of accounting … You have to accept that if
you want to live in the country there are vocations that are
not available to you. (12T)

[I became an accountant because] … there were not too
many other jobs available in rural areas. I studied to be an
accountant, but I actually wanted to be an economist.
However, when I was choosing my course in the late 70s
there was chronic unemployment and I thought I would be
more likely to get a job as an accountant than I would as an
economist, so I chose to do a commerce degree. (41T)
While accounting was not their first career choice, these three participants
have gone on to forge rewarding careers in public practice, and proudly
called themselves professional accountants. However, not all participants
felt that the younger generation shared the same conviction to the
profession, and this stance can be seen in many of the exemplars given in
this and the preceding chapter. Participant 18T, who is regarded as an
elder statesman of his firm, expressed disappointment that the younger
generation coming through did not appear to be as career‐minded as he
was at their age. Access to a wider range of university courses and an
abundance of opportunities have spawned new expectations, but those
accountants who moved up the ranks when accounting was still cementing
its reputation as a profession (such as Participant 18T), may see these
different worldviews as an erosion of professionalism that was previously
so hard fought for.
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5.2.5

Who's your favourite?
Resources will be allocated on misinformation and favouritism.
Dilbert136

A strong sense of favouritism was another bias witnessed or experienced
by the participants in this study and this unfair behaviour often became
apparent in respect of in‐group/out‐group dynamics, work distribution, and
opportunities for (and access to) external training. In the context of this
research, favouritism is the preferential treatment received by one
individual or group of individuals to the detriment or exclusion of another
individual or group of individuals (Soanes & Stevenson, 2004), and the
following recollections showcase this form of biased treatment.

During the conversation, Participant 08T revealed how group conflict had
given rise to perceptions of favouritism, in addition to provoking employee
turnover, and remembered this situation as a particularly low point in his
career. He recalled the experience thus:
At one stage, I had three females working for me, all at
similar levels, so you try to give them all the same work
being as fair as I could, but even then they perceived that
this client was better than that client, and their own
perception of what fairness was led to two of them leaving.
I found that pretty disturbing, and it was probably the worst
time in my career … Nothing unfair from me [emphasis
added by the participant through inflection], but their
female perception gave rise to such a negative outcome.
This is what happened, and it was upsetting because you try
to do the right thing, spread the workload, give them all
equal experience within a certain guideline, their pays were
in line with their experience etc., and I never showed
favouritism, but it came back to their perception of how I
was treating each of them.
From the discussion, it was clear to the Researcher that this participant
(08T) felt that the female employees involved had misinterpreted events
and failed to recognise their own shortcomings. Delving into the above
account further, this participant made a point of stressing 'nothing unfair
136

Star of the Dilbert comic strip (Adams, 2008).
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from me' almost as a form of denial; perhaps even suggesting a collective
female judgment against his position of authority and, so, his statement
serves to absolve him of any potential wrongdoing and to distance himself
from their flawed female views. This declaration may have also been a
defence to counteract any suggestion of less than fair treatment levelled at
this participant previously by the aggrieved employees. However, in the
context used, this assertion also signalled to the Researcher the
participant's own belief that he had acted impartially and was a fair‐
minded person. Nevertheless, despite making a conscious effort to be fair,
this participant may not have realised that his actions were being viewed
as playing favourites and/or that his management style portrayed an image
of being unapproachable. Regardless of the circumstances or intentions, it
was patent from the conversation that this employer participant felt
distressed by what had occurred in sharing that it was 'probably the worst
time in my career' (08T).

Participant 14T shared a similar 'them‐versus‐me' experience.

This

undergraduate in her first accounting role recounted being the recipient of
out‐group derogation (and the victim of misuse of legitimate power).
Looking back, this participant was able to tell of her exclusion from the
group with some indifference137, although at the time she recalled loathing
her job and feeling undervalued. Even on the day she left the firm, none of
her colleagues bothered to say farewell.

In contrast, Participant 21T revealed that she probably sided with the
partners during her time in public practice at a Big 4 firm and this almost
certainly afforded her favourable treatment or, at least, less harsh
treatment than some of her colleagues. In particular, this participant
recalled the demise of a female colleague who was unable to cope at work
and, rather than helping her work through the issues, she was shunned.

137

See Section 4.3.3 on coercive power to read an extract from this participant's
conversation regarding how she felt towards her first accounting role.
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During the conversation, Participant 21T expressed regret and gave the
following account:
Thinking back, I should have known that she needed help,
even then, but I didn't do anything, no one did anything. I
kind of feel guilty … Everyone was expected to work really
hard and they spent a lot of hours there and if you fell short
of that expectation you're kind of probably treated not as
well. I never thought about that much when I was there and
I was probably one of the people that expected others to
meet that sort of requirement. I think it is only now that I
am out of there and work in government that I kind of see
that if people fall short of that expectation probably we're
meant to help as opposed to corner them or push them out
… but now, thinking back, especially now that I have left, I
don't know that I personally was discriminated against. I
think I was probably the one that was siding with the boss or
the management or the employer to discriminate against
others. I guess I got on well with my bosses and the longer I
stayed there, the better the relationship was.
This participant's recollections and her sense of remorse, as well as the
feelings of disenchantment expressed by Participants 08T and 14T,
highlight the potentially destructive organisational culture that prevails
when individuals face the intense power of out‐group derogation. This is
yet another example of how power and bias can work in unison to create
an unfair workplace.

Like Participant 21T, Participant 12T also acknowledged that his approach
to being successful in his career had tempered over the years and gave the
following thoughtful insight in relation to how what he expects of himself
may not be fair to expect of others:
When I started work as an accountant, I was very much of
the view that the world was everybody's oyster and they
could make their own way in it. Over time you begin to
understand that some people are not endowed with the
physical, or the intellectual, or the attitudinal skills to do
some things and to that extent they are disadvantaged.
Whereas once I would have said, "the market is a good way
to pay people" I am not entirely sure anymore.
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A contrasting position was taken by Participant 23T, a migrant employee
accountant in his early 30s, who asserted:
… it is more like if you put yourself into a disadvantageous
position then of course you are going to get taken advantage
of. If you are not proactive in looking after yourself, if you
just complain but then don't do anything else about it, what
else can you expect? … From my point of view, if you feel
you are being unfairly treated then you should take the
initiative to rectify the situation. If you don't do anything
active then I don't think you can say that you are being
unfairly treated.
While Participant 23T advocates people should be assertive and stand up
for themselves, many participants138 indicated that even though someone
may appear more accepting of out‐group derogation and other unfair
treatment, it may be that this person feels they cannot change the
situation. These people may also feel that they have no or few alternative
employment options, a line of analysis that was previously explored in
Section 4.4 of Chapter 4.

Participant 25T offered another illustration of group favouritism. Although
this participant recalled feeling somewhat distanced from the favoured
group during his time in public practice, he gave the following illuminating
account of how he felt his exclusion from the group was mitigated by other
prejudices:
I probably haven't felt unfairly treated in my working life
very often, probably because I'm white, middle‐class and
male, I'm educated and I've had a good run of work in
general terms so unfairness isn't something I have
specifically encountered.
This participant also described how unspoken preferences and prejudices
permeated organisational life during his time in public practice and, in part,
determined the type of work that was assigned:
Most of the people I knew who had joined [the Big 4 firm]
were from very high‐level, well‐to‐do schools, if you know
138

Including 00P, 03P, 12T, 17T, 19T, 24T, 28T, 37T, and 41T.
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what I mean, from certain private schools. They were on all
the biggest jobs and the bigger clients like the major telcos,
banks, and those sorts of clients, so you were, in some ways,
unfairly treated from the start if you weren't part of the right
crowd. … It was more about your relationships, which drove
the work much more so than any independent type
assessment of your skill level or meritocracy. (25T)
Participant 41T, a long‐standing senior employee in a rural firm, expressed
similar sentiments, however, she felt more personally affronted by this
type of inequitable treatment and raised the following points:
Probably just favouritism in terms of better access to having
queries sorted out, etc. I also often review other people's
work and I can pick when the partner has been too soft on a
particular employee. For instance, you review a file later
and think, "oh, how did they get away with this?", and when
you check who reviewed it, sure enough it's who you
expected. I would also say there is favouritism in how work
is distributed, particularly in terms of the quality of the jobs,
how interesting jobs are, the level of professional
satisfaction, and that kind of thing. (41T)
In the context of the whole conversation, Participant 41T's comments
regarding how preferential treatment afforded to some of her colleagues
conveyed a sense that her previous managing partner failed to appreciate
(respect or reward) her technical ability and professionalism, and she,
therefore, felt unfairly treated.

How work is distributed can also undermine a person's ability to meet
productivity expectations and, as such, be excluded from or progressively
shut out of the in‐group139.

For instance, Participant 26T, a senior

accountant with both metropolitan and regional public practice
experience, pointed out that:
… some people get, and it's a nasty thing in the time‐billing
environment, all the jobs where you are never going to win
so to speak. These jobs have poor records and not all the
information is there, etc. and if those jobs all land with one
139

Perceptions of fairness relating to time‐billing and productivity targets were also
highlighted as part of legitimate power in Section 4.3.1 of Chapter 4.
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person, that person is unlikely to make their chargeable
hours or has large write‐offs. Then other people are given
the nice clean jobs that get done on time or in less time than
allowed, leading to good results for all. (26T)
Participant 29, a migrant accountant, shared another such example.
Although not directly attributable to favouritism, this participant's
perceived misfortune clearly demonstrates how inequities in work
distribution (real or otherwise) can lead to heightened perceptions of
unfairness, and recalled:
When I joined the Big 4 firm in the city, I was not fortunate
enough to get one of those easier roles. I was placed in a
business unit called the Middle Market. The Middle Market
concentrates on family‐owned businesses, entrepreneurial
start‐ups … So the returns or fees for those sorts of clients
are relatively small compared to the effort required or the
scope of work involved. In terms of client profitability, it is
very, very low compared to the other major assignments.
These sorts of clients may also not have complete records,
and/or are very fee conscious in the first place, so these jobs
are very hard to make budget on. (29T)
While the above analysis focuses on the experiences and observations
shared by accountants, the human resource professionals interviewed for
this study had witnessed similar instances in relation to favouritism. For
example, Participant 16T acknowledged that the partners, on the
recommendation of the managers, determined who should attend various
forms of training in her firm and, although she was not sure if it was really
favouritism, she suspected that personal favourites were more likely to be
given opportunities to attend external training140. Participant 31T offered
another exemplar:
… it's probably not intentional, but perhaps where
somebody receives a bit of favouritism through
personalities, they get on well or slightly better or work
better with that person, so they can often get exposed to
better opportunities. Or, back to promotions, some people
may get more opportunities and generally their life might be
140

Also closely linked to fairness issues associated with reward power (see Section 4.3.2 of
Chapter 4).
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made a little bit easier. So I think there is a bit of
favouritism, which then means that they get treated a little
bit more fairly. (31T, a human resource professional
employed by a regional accounting firm)
The above two examples also highlight the potential subjectivity applied to
people management, which then feeds into an employee's opinion of the
performance review process as a whole.

Although not a direct bias,

inconsistencies in how employee performance is assessed, as well as the
lack of timely and constructive feedback, can lead to assumptions of
favouritism and a sense of being treated less than fairly (an important
source of (un)fairness in the workplace introduced in various sections of
the previous chapter).

Even though most participants generally perceived the profession as being
'pretty fair', the frankness with which the evaluations presented in the
previous subsections were shared suggests favouritism is more common
than accountants in public practice would like to believe and, regrettably,
extends beyond individual workplaces. In the remainder of this chapter,
biases observed by the participants affecting specific segments of the
profession are recounted.

5.2.6

Professional bias: Good for competition?
Those that continue to learn are the best ones, where as those
who stop will just become another 'bloody accountant', no
matter what their qualification. I don't believe one is 'better'
than the other.
Lucifer_au141

Not all bias was localised within the firm. For example, a number of
participants142 commented on the market position and brand power of the
professional accounting bodies, including the belief that the CA designation
of The Institute of Chartered Accountants in Australia is more highly
141

Online forum contributor commenting on the CA versus CPA professional designation,
and signed off as Lucifer_au (2005).
142

Including 02P, 09T, 16T, 17T, 21T, 24T, 25T, 31T, and 37T.
239

thought of than that of CPA (which is conferred on members of CPA
Australia Ltd).

Several participants (including 16T, 21T, and 31T) also

openly disclosed that they and/or their firm encourage and promote being
a CA over being a CPA. For instance, Participant 31T said:
For our graduates, we strongly encourage them to
undertake the CA Program. We do offer the CPA Program
and we certainly wouldn't not support it, but we do highly
recommend the CA Program and promote that more
strongly. (31T, a human resource professional)
Likewise, another human resource professional (16T) pointed out that 'We
take on both CAs and CPAs but if they want to be a director [in the firm]
they have to have the CA qualification'. Participant 21T also recalled going
for a job interview at a CA firm and the managing partner asked her to redo
her professional qualifications to become a CA, even though she was
already an Australian CPA, because he did not think the CPA designation
was good enough. On a more personal note, one participant (24T) was so
disillusioned with the current employment opportunities for CPA qualified
professionals that she expressed great disappointment about having
chosen to become a CPA. Participant 37T also felt that his CPA status had
been heavily discounted when trying to switch from the corporate world to
public practice. However, the majority of participants came across as being
satisfied or very satisfied with their chosen professional qualification and
their current careers.

Nonetheless, professional tension between the accounting bodies is a
perennial issue and one that is unlikely to dissipate in the near future.
Although professional rivalry is good for competition, it is damaging to the
industry when professional status is used as a barrier to prevent entry into,
or mobility within, public accounting practice. It is also possible that
stressing differences in professional qualifications is a legal, but still
discriminatory
accountants.
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way

of

rejecting

candidates,

particularly

migrant

5.2.7

Greener pastures: Biases identified in the rural/city divide
Green acres is the place to be, Farm living is the life for me, Land
spreading out so far and wide, Keep Manhattan just give me that
countryside.
Oliver Wendell Douglas
New York is where I'd rather stay, I get allergic smelling hay, I
just adore a penthouse view, Darling I love you but give me Park
Avenue.
Lisa Douglas143

While choosing to practice in the country was most often a lifestyle choice,
the rural practitioners in this study identified a number of aspects that, in
their minds, heavily favoured metropolitan‐based accounting firms. These
views

mainly

centred

on

continuing

professional

development

opportunities, and attracting and retaining skilled employees long‐term.

To remain accredited with the professional accounting bodies, accountants
are required to undertake continuing professional development activities.
However, employees and principals alike (including 11T, 13T, 17T, 22T, 33T,
and 41T) commented that this requirement was more onerous for rural
accountants as the majority of face‐to‐face activities conducted by the
professional accounting bodies are held in metropolitan or larger regional
areas and these then become less accessible because of the tyranny of
distance. Attending such venues, results in the country practitioner not
only incurring the direct costs associated with attending external training
(course fees, accommodation, travel, and so on), but also the opportunity
cost of not being available to undertake chargeable work. For instance,
Participant 11T pointed out that:
Some of the things that our city counterparts have access to
are just not available to us. … in the city there are quite a
few lunch seminars that are only one hour. I see the topics
come up and they are very good topics, but for me to attend
that one‐hour seminar would take me about seven hours of
travel.

143

Theme song from the US television sitcom Green Acres by Vic Mizzy (c.1965).
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Similarly, Participant 22T noted that:
… all the training you want to attend is in the major cities,
well all the good training sessions anyway. For us to go to
Sydney or Melbourne for a conference it could be two days
worth of time you have to give up by the time you travel and
stay overnight. It gets expensive …
Reiterating the views expressed by Participants 11T and 22T, an author of a
letter to the editor of InTheBlack, the professional magazine of CPA
Australia Ltd, spoke out and said:
I find it disappointing that even with all today's technology,
CPA Program members still have to travel to the city centres.
… What's worse is that some such courses span over weeks,
making it impossible to attend multiple workshops. … CPA's
solution to this: hold four weeks' worth of learning in one
day to make it viable to attend. … If someone is already
having trouble with the content and needs a bit of help, how
is going over three to five modules in three hours going to
be any better for them? The other solution offered is
holding sessions after work hours. This makes it even harder
for people in regional areas, who are forced to stay
overnight (Kinnane, 2007, p. 10).
While advances in technology have resulted in greater access to online
training, capacities for networking and personal interaction with one's
peers are more difficult to achieve from a distance.

Another long‐standing problem within the profession is the difficulty faced
in attracting and retaining high‐quality staff, particularly in rural and
regional locales.

However, as the opening caption suggests, several

participants remarked that rural living is not for everyone.
I've always had an opinion here, and this could also be seen
as a type of prejudice, that the ones who are most likely to
stay long‐term are the people from around the district or
country people. People who have been brought up in the
country generally stay. For all the partners here that is the
case, and it was the same for me. Anybody that has stayed
long‐term has been a country person. There is nothing
wrong with city people, but they just don't tend to stay in
the country too long. (09T, a semi‐retired partner in a rural
firm)
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Four human resource professionals (16T, 20T, 34T, and 40T) also agreed
that local people, or at least people with a connection to the country, were
more likely to remain committed to the region. For instance, participant
16T said that when she sorts through cadetship applications she is looking
specifically for applicants that indicate:
… why they wanted to move to rural or regional NSW and
what was their connection with the areas where we have
offices ... to be quite honest, we need kids that are really
interested in wanting to be in regional NSW.
Participant 40T was a little more open in his opinion, and said:
… if you take some geeky accountant who has only ever
been in the city and hasn't had much to do with sport and
you shove them into a small, rural community, there is a
high chance they won't link to the community and it won't
work out. … Whereas if you recruit someone from the bush
they already understand some of those issues about regional
linkages, and participation in the community, and knowing
who your neighbours are, and recognise that who you upset
today you will meet in the street tomorrow. The community
expects a linkage, and the challenge is trying to get people
that see this as one of the responsibilities of living in that
community. (40T, an accountant who now provides
specialist HRM services to rural accounting firms)
Participant 33T also expressed reservations about taking on migrant
accountants to ease the chronic talent shortage in rural areas because, in
his mind, they are not committed to the community, and admitted that he
had his 'doubts in a lot of respects as to how long they will stick around',
and went on to say:
When you put a lot of time and effort as well as resources
into training someone and then they just move on, it really
doesn't give you much incentive to put on someone else,
just to have the same thing happen. (33T, a partner in rural
firm)
It was also noted by several rural principals (for instance, 12T, 13T, and
18T) that the lure of the city was very strong, and attracting graduates back
to the country was almost impossible to achieve, a sentiment that
Participant 18T openly communicated:
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We're sort of disadvantaged when we compete for staff.
Most kids go to university in the city for a start and they get
used to the city lifestyle. The odd one that does come back
to the country is here for the lifestyle or because they come
from here, and have relations here.
Likewise, Participant 13T commented, 'But once the city gets them, they
only filter back to the country very slowly and infrequently'.

This

participant also accepted that experiencing city life was often a big
attraction, as was the need to gain experience in a city accounting firm, and
candidly spoke of a cadet that worked directly for him:
... who wanted to move away and I can understand his
perspective, he just wanted something different, but he
didn't realise just how much money and effort had gone into
his training and development with very little, if anything, in
return. In fact, we blew about $20K on him. From a human
perspective, I could absolutely see what he was trying to do,
but from an employer's perspective that paid the bills, I was
a little upset by it. (13T, a rural principal)
In the same vein, Participant 28T, an employee, confessed that he:
… decided to leave rural Queensland for better opportunities
and to gain more work experience at a larger firm … Even in
a small to medium firm in Sydney, the client base is broader
and there is greater opportunity for more complex work.
This participant's (28T) desire to undertake more 'complex work' was yet
another area that was perceived as a bias against rural practitioners. For
instance, Participant 12T, a sole practitioner, believed:
… people expect country accountants to be less able to offer
them more complex technical services. I think there is some
validity in that. I like the complex technical stuff, but the
plain fact is a good chunk of my income comes from Joe
Blow who walks in here with a Group Certificate and his
Union Fees.
Confronting the preconception that country accountants are unable (or
perhaps even incapable) of undertaking complex work, Participant 20T, a
human resource professional employed by a rural firm, recalled a remark
made by a partner upon his return from a meeting with lawyers and
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accountants in Brisbane, 'they think we are just a bunch of country
bumpkins'. This participant believed such judgments were ill informed.
Participant 34T agreed with her colleague and declared that it was 'an
attitudinal issue with city people, they just seem to take that sort of
stereotypical view of country people'.

While the city/country divide and its result on real and perceived bias in
the workplace was evident in the responses of most participants, a
contrasting key theme that emerged in the exploration of manifestations of
bias was that the profession, as a whole, was 'pretty fair'.

5.2.8

Fairness bias
Then fairness, like beauty, lies in the eye of the beholder.
Lord Nicholls of Birkenhead144

A somewhat unexpected but pleasing bias expressed by most participants
who had chosen a career in public practice was that they felt the
profession, as a whole, was 'pretty fair', indicative of a fairness bias.
Fairness bias represents a 'a deviation of claims from unbiased justice due
to a personal stake' (Konow, 2005, p. 351) and can be a personal belief
(cognitively produced) or motivationally based (e.g., self‐interest).
Anecdotally, there were intimations within the discourse of a cognitive
component to the belief that the profession was generally 'pretty fair', for
instance, Participant 20T, a veteran human resource professional employed
by a regional accounting firm, made the comment that:
The people employed here all tend to have very similar core
values and that translates into why we want to be
accountants, and why we want to work in public practice,
and why we like to interact with the clients the way we do.
So, basically, we are all going to be quite similar in that
respect and we select new staff based on that mindset as
well.

144

Reproduced from the opinions of the Lords of Appeal for judgment in the case of White
v White (Nicholls, 2000, p. 1).
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In a similar vein, Participant 08T, a rural principal, pointed out:
I think being the type of profession we are, people generally
tend to be very fair. I think it is part of the accounting ethos,
you are conservative by nature so you tend to be fair in the
way you treat others as well.
Although it is inappropriate to assert causal connections from the research
presented in this thesis, it is plausible that this positive mindset has led, or
has arisen in response, to the rise in rural accountants being called upon to
act as pseudo counsellors145. Regardless of the basis for this fairness bias,
filtering through the conversations was a genuine desire to help others
and, overall, the research participants were proud to be professional
accountants and enjoyed what they did.

Summing up this feeling,

Participant 17T146 happily conveyed, 'I love being an accountant and I've
always loved being an accountant'.

5.3

Chapter pit stop

Direct and indirect examples of bias, as relived by the research
participants, were recounted, taken apart, pieced together, and
deciphered based on themes emerging from the data gathered.

The

interpretive commentary provided in this chapter147 reveals that although
overt discrimination is no longer permissible, the compelling examples and
opinions shared are hard to ignore, and convincingly show the existence of
a kaleidoscope of realities ‐ realities which accountants working in public
practice believe, at times, to be less than fair.

In this and the preceding chapter, thematic and discourse analysis were
employed to produce rich, deep, and contextualised understandings of
145

A concern raised as part of coercive power in Section 4.3.3 of the previous chapter. For
a thought‐provoking discussion on accountants as mental health workers in rural
communities see Carter and her team (2011, 2013).
146

A principal in a relatively newly established two‐female partner rural firm, who is also a
mother.
147

As generated from the conversations, and supported by the wider discourse on fairness
in accounting firms.
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how accountants perceive workplace fairness and, in doing so, develops a
deeper awareness of (and an appreciation for) the socially constructed and
experienced realities as recalled by the research participants.

In the

following chapter (Chapter 6), these understandings of how accountants
perceive fairness in the workplace are considered in light of existing
organisational justice theory and professional policy and practice.
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6

Insights and reflections

6.1

Chapter itinerary
Of course it is happening inside your head, Harry, but why on
earth should that mean it is not real?
Albus Dumbledore148

This chapter presents the key insights drawn from the data (as
apprehended by the Researcher) in relation to fairness in the workplace for
Australian accountants, and highlights aspects of organisational justice that
are interlinked in ways not predicted by current theory. To accomplish
this, the chapter begins by bringing together the stories and views shared
by the participants to address, in detail, the research questions developed
in Chapter 2. Comparisons and contrasts are also made with the findings
from prior research.

This chapter also emphasises how employing a constructivist lens has
exposed a vivid tapestry of views in relation to workplace fairness. While
the conversations provided a window into the lived‐through experiences of
the participants, the transcribed narratives produced are a joint
construction by the research participants and the Researcher (Holstein &
Gubrium, 1995; see also Silverman, 2005), and this collaborative process is
in keeping with the hermeneutical and dialectical nature of the research
project (Schwandt, 2007).

Adopting a hermeneutical approach also assisted the Researcher to
appreciate the voices and actions of her participants better, particularly
those individuals that are generationally or culturally dissimilar to her
(Hammersley, 2006). This fresh approach to investigating a contemporary
research issue in accounting makes a significant and original contribution
to theory by broadening the spectrum of plausible theoretical
interpretations, and enhances professional practice and policy by

148

Headmaster, Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry (Rowling, 2007, p. 579).
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championing alternative ways of apprehending fairness in the Australian
public accounting domain.

In addition to the contributions of the research to theory and professional
practice and policy, the research described in this thesis is offered as an
illustration of how the constructivist paradigm can be deployed to
elucidate areas of interest across the accounting field. This approach is
particularly useful for topics that are complex, fluid, and organic in nature
and are, thus, not easily (or fully) capable of useful representation through
the use of statistical models and numerical reckoning.

While not intended as wholesale qualifications, the Researcher is cognisant
of the need to describe the limitations and delimitations imposed on the
current study in reminding users of the findings to proceed with caution
and have a critical eye. Before concluding this chapter, the Researcher's
reflections on the research journey are revealed, and avenues for future
research are offered.

6.2

Key insights drawn from the conversations

To set the scene, this chapter begins with a summary of the key insights in
relation to each of the research questions that were drawn from the
literature reviewed and presented in Chapter 2 (see Table 6.1 on the next
page), and these summations are further elaborated in subsequent
sections of this chapter.

Central to interpreting the stories shared in Chapters 4 and 5, is the
recognition that fairness in the workplace goes far beyond the narrow
employee/employer contractual obligations to encompass all '… conditions
of employment that lead individuals to believe they are being treated fairly
or unfairly' (Folger & Cropanzano, 1998, p. xii), formed the backdrop to this
study.
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Research question
How do accountants
perceive fairness in the
workplace?
How do rural and
regional accountants
perceive fairness in the
workplace?
Is gender still a
significant barrier to
promotion to senior
management in small
and mid‐sized firms for
female accountants?
What role does cultural
identity play in shaping
justice perceptions for
migrant accountants
working in Australia?
As a person matures
personally and
professionally in their
career, does their view
of fairness change?
Are perceptions of
organisational justice
influenced by the
mindset a person holds?

Research insights
Power and bias, either alone or in concert,
underlie perceptions of fairness in the
workplace for Australian accountants.
While some fairness issues were industry‐
wide, many rural and regional participants
believed they faced additional challenges
and felt professionally disadvantaged when
they compared themselves to their city‐
based colleagues.
The choices individuals make, rather than
gender per se, shape career advancement
opportunities, particularly for female
accountants in small and mid‐sized firms in
rural and regional Australia.
For migrant accountants, the dominance of
their first cultural identity in shaping fairness
perceptions in the organisational setting
diminished, but was not extinguished, the
longer the participant had worked in
Australia, regardless of the accounting field
in which they were employed.
As a person matures personally and
professionally in their career, the way they
interpret and react to fairness issues often
changes, but how they change cannot be
predicted because the reasons for doing so
are particular to each individual.
The mindset a person holds is instrumental
in how that individual perceives fairness in
the workplace. However, an individual's
mindset is not a discrete observation but a
multilayered and dynamic way of seeing
which is readily open to change.

Tab. 6.1 Key insights in relation to the research questions
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6.2.1

Power, bias, and perceptions of fairness in the workplace

How do accountants
workplace?

perceive

fairness

in

the

A distinguishing feature of the research presented in this thesis is the
explicit focus on the catalysts that function to develop and inform
perceptions of fairness in the workplace for Australian accountants. While
much of the prior research into organisational justice has concentrated on
measuring outcomes, such as employee turnover, satisfaction, and
organisational citizenship behaviour149, the current study brings to light the
personal beliefs and understandings behind these measured outcomes, as
expressed by the participants.

By focusing on the richness and contextual nature of the data collected and
by digging deeper into the narrative, power and bias, either individually or
in concert, emerged as central themes underlying opinions regarding
organisational justice. In the context of this research, power is the capacity
to influence others (often against their wishes) and/or shape outcomes
(Soanes & Stevenson, 2004), and includes one's own ability to choose to
act in a particular way.

Although power was ubiquitous within the

conversations, the more pernicious theme uncovered was bias. In general
terms, bias is a preference for, or prejudice against, someone or something
(Soanes & Stevenson, 2004), and even though there is legislation enacted
to specifically prohibit discriminatory practices in the workplace, more
disguised forms of bias still prevail. While the initial review of the prior
literature (as described in Chapter 2) revealed an array of investigative
avenues connected to the research topic, the dominance of power and bias
in perceptions of fairness in Australian accounting workplaces was not
anticipated.

149

For instances from the accounting field, see Morley, et al., (2000a), Hall, et al., (2005),
Parker and Kohlmeyer (2005), Sweeney and Boyle (2005), Yeh (2007), Hall and Smith
(2009), Gendron, et al., (2009), Ozer and Gunluk (2010), and Herda and Lavell (2011).
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Another important insight drawn from the data was that bias and power
were not mutually exclusive, rather, in many instances, these two key
themes were inextricably linked.

Figure 6.1 illustrates the linkages

between bias and power that became visible through the constructivist
approach taken to interpreting the narratives. While some forms of power
were specific to particular situations, legitimate power and the power of
market forces were recognised by the Researcher as being omnipresent
within the conversations. As such, in this Figure (6.1), legitimate power
and market forces are not represented as intersections but as backdrops to
the formation of perceptions of fairness.

Fairness
bias
Reward
power

The fairer
sex

Coercive
power

Blokes

Favouritism

Under the
thumb

Referent
power

Migrant
accountants

Expert
power

Informational
power
Greener
pastures

Professional
bias

Fig. 6.1

Age of
reason

The links made between bias and power

In light of these interconnections, power and bias are not addressed in this
chapter in isolation, instead, how power and bias underlie the pressing
concerns expressed by the participants is portrayed.

6.2.1.1 Who's your favourite?
Although many potential forms of bias came through in the conversations,
of particular import were the repeated concerns surrounding favouritism.
Despite legislation being gazetted to eliminate overt discrimination from
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the workplace, more subtle forms of preferential treatment, such as
favouritism, can be just as damaging to the organisation's culture and to
the individual or individuals who feel aggrieved. In this study, favouritism
is the preferential treatment received by one individual or group of
individuals to the detriment or exclusion of another individual or group of
individuals (Soanes & Stevenson, 2004). What makes this research unique
is not the identification of favouritism as a form of bias, but the
illumination of how favouritism, as witnessed and experienced by the
participants, manifests within public accounting firms Australia‐wide,
regardless of the size of the firm, and acts as a catalyst for perceptions of
unfairness within the employment setting.

While favouritism in relation to performance management is a well‐
documented conduit for how (un)fairness is construed (e.g., Greenberg,
1986; Bond, 1995; Gilliland & Langdon, 1998; Moers, 2005; Burney, Henle,
& Widener, 2009; Wyatt, Pathak, & Zibarras, 2010; Weaver & Mitchell,
2012), the breadth of examples found in the data collected for this study
alluding to other forms of favouritism was unexpected. This discovery
suggests favouritism is insidious, but somewhat tolerated as a norm of
organisational life. Consequently, the potential harm caused as a result of
favouritism may be labelled by senior staff and principals of accounting
firms as insignificant or even go unrecognised. Furthermore, because there
is legislation prohibiting such conduct, it is possible that principals of
accounting firms assume this type of behaviour no longer exists in
Australian workplaces (Metz & Moss, 2008). Nonetheless, the employee
participants in this study identified favouritism as a real and visible threat
to workplace fairness.

In addition to gender bias issues, which are examined in Section 6.2.2.1,
the current study also exposes favouritism in the form of: (1) in‐group
preference and out‐group derogation; (2) choice of referent‐other; and (3)
preference for local graduates (country people over urbanites, and
Australian over migrant). One example of in‐group preference and out‐
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group derogation is the widely used promotional structure within public
accounting firms of up‐or‐out (see, for instance, Hoddinott & Jarratt, 1998;
Lane & Parkin, 1998; Cohen & Single, 2001; Almer, et al., 2003; Hall, et al.,
2005; Windsor & Auyeung, 2006; Glazer, 2012; Marshall, n.d.). As such,
accountants pursuing a career in public practice are expected to rise
continually through the ranks to more senior levels and to develop their
own client base along the way. This approach to promotion, under the
guise of business growth and sustainability, favours those accountants with
extensive network connections and strong sales prowess.

It also

potentially disadvantages women, given their propensity to take extended
time off for family commitments. While the smaller firms represented in
this study allowed senior staff to remain at a given level, the larger rural
and regional firms, as well as the city‐based practices, were not so
accommodating and placed greater expectations on their staff to bring in
new clients and generate fresh leads.

Another area of in‐group/out‐group conflict relates to the distribution of
work.

The very nature of organisational life affords some individuals

legitimate power over other individuals, such as in the employer/employee
dyad, and is an area where bias and power were found to overlap. For
instance, legitimate power to delegate work is an accepted practice within
Australian workplaces, however, when the work was perceived as
repeatedly being unfairly assigned, favouritism towards others was implied
and legitimate power was judged misused. As noted by Dowrick (2011),
repeated manipulation of workflow, so that the person to whom the work
has been delegated cannot meet work performance targets, is a form of
bullying and, although not labelled as bullying by the majority of the
participants, this infrequent but extreme form of bias was acknowledged.

Closely linked to work distribution and performance targets is the nature of
the time‐billing environment typically found in public accounting firms.
While identified by numerous participants as being an area of tension for
employees and employers, particularly when there is an expectation gap
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between the points of view, time‐billing was generally accepted as a form
of legitimate power exercised in professional life and a 'normalised
organizational demand' (Anderson‐Gough, et al., 1998, p. 565), rather than
as an issue of overt unfairness or blatant exploitation. This tolerance
towards 'being part of public practice' melds with prior studies into the
socialisation of accountants working in public practice firms (Anderson‐
Gough, et al., 2000, 2001, Kornberger, et al., 2011, Mueller, et al., 2011).

An important conclusion emanating from this study is that eliminating
favouritism requires more than just ensuring procedural fairness and fair
distributions but, instead, necessitates fairness (as understood by the
employee not just by the employer or the client) to be taken into account
at all levels of the employment experience. This observation ties in with
the findings reported in prior studies into Australian accounting employee
expectations (Winter & Monroe, 2006; Aichinger & Barnes, 2010), as well
as the extensive body of work investigating employee voice (Sheppard, et
al., 1992; Folger & Cropanzano, 1998; Greenberg & Colquitt, 2005).

While seeking to eliminate favouritism (and all forms of bias) is a noble
aim, the reasons why people play favourites are also important to flesh
out.

Apparent favouritism may be overshadowing another harmful

scenario, that of career burnout. The potential for career burnout to
become a reality, particularly for country accountants, has already been
recognised (Lightbody, 2009; Carter, et al., 2011, 2013), and Fogarty, Singh,
Rhoads, and Moore (2000) pointed out that feeling emotionally and
physically drained are not the only manifestations of career stress. In some
instances, a distressed individual may treat people as objects or appear to
have a 'cynical, callous, and uncaring attitude towards others' (p. 35),
which can appear to be directed at a specific employee or colleague and,
therefore, be misinterpreted as bias against the individual.

Not discounting the potential seriousness of career burnout, actions
perceived as favouritism by employees may go unrecognised by managers
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and principals, as many accountants are promoted within Australian
accounting firms because of their technical excellence rather than their
ability to manage staff impartially.

Coupled with the up‐or‐out

promotional structure and the imperative to bring in new clients, it is easy
to see why scant attention is sometimes paid to developing soft skills in
addition to technical abilities, and this reality of public practice only serves
to heighten perceptions of unfairness. This elucidation, as shared by the
participants, was also alluded to in research by Kornberger and his co‐
authors (2011), and is an area where additional research is indicated to
uncover how soft skills, particularly interpersonal actions, 'can be
measured, developed, and further enhanced' (Jones & Abraham, 2007, p.
17) within the wider accounting profession.

As a sideline issue, underdeveloped soft skills may also explain the choice
of 'referent‐other' (Adams, 1963, p. 424) used when making decisions
about distributions to employees. In the context of this study, 'distribution'
is a broad term that encompasses anything deemed valuable and that is
capable of being allocated, such as salary, external training, promotion,
flexible work arrangements, resource levels, or other benefits, as well as
workload, assigning of team members, and even less tangible distributions
like praise and recognition. Typically, referent‐other has been used to
represent who/what the receiver (e.g., the employee) uses to measure
fairness outcomes against (for examples, see Griffeth, Logan Jr, & Vecchio,
1989; Bolino & Turnley, 2008; Burney, et al., 2009). However, as the
conduit between the employees and the principals, the human resource
professionals in this study identified that distributions were sometimes
heavily influenced by the experiences and past distributions received by
the giver (e.g., the employer). In the examples given, the employer used
their own past distributions as a reference point to determine the
distribution they would give an employee.

Additionally, little or no

consideration appeared to be given to the historical nature or the
relevance of the past distribution and/or changes in economic conditions
and contemporary psychological contract expectations when making these
257

decisions. The result being that inconsistencies in distributions are likely to
occur, and opinions concerning managers playing favourites invariably
arise.

For the rural accounting firms represented in this study, balancing best‐
practice human resource management with the commercial realities of
running a public accounting firm generated a strong focus on potential
returns on human capital investment. This focus on investment returns
favoured local rural graduates and has led to aspects of diversity being
disregarded. However, the recent findings of Jackling, Sewell, DeLange,
and Phillips (2010) suggest that the reluctance towards employing migrant
accounting graduates may be well‐founded, particularly when anticipating
length of tenure and partnership potential. In their study, Jackling and her
colleagues concluded that local students were more likely to have a
stronger positive opinion of being an accountant than did international
students studying in Australia.

While their study focused on student

perceptions at one university, such mindsets towards selecting
accountancy and, in particular, public practice as a life‐long career path,
may endure post‐graduation.

In addition to the various forms of favouritism as a source of unfairness in
relation to the individual, confirmation150 of preferential treatment
afforded to certain sectors of the profession was also voiced. In the
following section, fairness issues pertaining to the rural/city divide are
presented and the nexus of this distinction to bias and power is
established.

150

As witnessed by the participants.
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6.2.1.2 The rural/city divide

How do rural and regional accountants perceive
fairness in the workplace?
Although the accounting profession strives to put forward a united front,
the current study accentuates the additional burdens faced, and concerns
held, by the rural participants in this study, which resonate with the
findings reported by other authors.

There are many benefits of being a rural accountant, as reported by the
participants, however, the diminishing avenues within the wider
community for clients to express their personal troubles and financial
concerns means that clients often turn to their accountant for help151.
While giving advice is at the core of public practice, rural accountants are
frequently called upon to go beyond the traditional accountant/client
relationship and become a personal confidant or even a mental health
counsellor.

At the extreme, one participant (13T, a rural practitioner) recalled helping
to prevent a suicide. This situation does not appear to be an isolated
instance, but part of a growing trend that was recently highlighted in
research by Carter and her colleagues (2011, 2013).

While other

professionals may face similar situations, accountants are not trained to
take undertake these specialised counselling roles.

One‐in‐three

Australians live outside of the metropolitan areas (Australia Council for the
Arts, 2012), but fewer than one‐fifth of psychiatrists152 work in rural
151

Factors contributing to this situation include the removal of the traditional bank
manager role from rural bank branches (or even the closure of the branch altogether), the
shortage of rural doctors, and the already over‐stretched resources of social service
providers are forcing more clients to turn to their accountant for non‐accounting advice as
the next best or, possibly, the only alternative, regardless of the underlying cause of the
client's distress.
152

Comprising members of the Royal Australian and New Zealand College of Psychiatrists
who are (1) Fellows based in rural Australia (7%); (2) visiting consultants (11%); and (3)
overseas trained psychiatrists working within the rural public health system but who have
yet to attain fellowship. While other social services are available in country areas, these
are insufficient to meet the needs of these communities.
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locales, and access to these already limited services diminishes the more
remote the location (Davies, et al., 2009; The Royal Australian & New
Zealand College of Psychiatrists, 2011). Despite the benefits of a country
lifestyle (as noted by the rural participants in this study, as well as authors
such as Albrecht, 2007; Davies, et al., 2009; Khalil & Leversha, 2010; Hanna,
Bell, King, & Woodruff, 2011; Halfacree & Rivera, 2012), environmental and
social factors, such as the prolonged drought, repeated crop failures, and
the lack of anonymity in smaller communities, increase the demand for
mental health services (The Royal Australian & New Zealand College of
Psychiatrists, 2011). Apart from the immediate support provided by rural
accountants to their clients during times of distress, this first responder
role expands the limits of 'in the public interest' (Carter, et al., 2013, p.
154) that rural accountants are expected to serve, and also draws attention
to the potential for loss of life as a result of cost shifting and reduced
funding for vital social services (Smark, 2002, 2006). The question of 'is this
fair to me as a rural accountant' is beside the point, rather, what is at stake
is 'is this fair to my clients and to my community?' As such, recognising the
vital role rural accountants undertake as 'first responders' (Carter, et al.,
2011, p. 1) highlights an important distinction between rural and city
accountants.

Another differentiating observation from this research study is that
legislative changes in terms of what work accountants can and cannot do is
disadvantaging practitioners from smaller firms, particularly those in
country areas. These legislative changes not only restrict the scope of work
smaller firms can undertake, but also thwart intrinsic employee rewards by
limiting the breadth and depth of interesting and challenging work rural
practitioners can offer their staff. For some firms, restricting the scope of
work may also result in a substantial loss of fees, translating into redundant
staff and potential job losses. Moreover, these legislative changes may
influence some rural clients to engage larger city‐based firms that they
believe can meet their entire needs, thereby putting further pressure on
the sustainability of local communities.
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These observations are similar to the concerns reported by Carr and his
team (2010a), who found that legislative changes in relation to audit
requirements and the provision of financial services had severely
constrained the scope of services that public accountants could provide to
their clients without the need for additional licensing153. As in this study,
Carr and his colleagues (2010a) noted that smaller rural and regional firms
were particularly adversely affected, and similar concerns had been raised
earlier by Cutbush and Martin (2000) in their report on the impact of
professional regulation on rural Australia. In particular, these authors
questioned whether professional regulation was contributing to the
demise of rural communities by restricting services, introducing additional
barriers to entry, and/or creating disincentives to remain in business;
concerns also voiced by the rural participants in the current study.

The findings of the current study relating to legislative change also
complement those of Alam and Nandan (2010) who found that regardless
of size, all firms were similarly affected by change, however, smaller firms
operating in the rural environment faced additional impediments from
market forces and institutional demands, such as complying with
accounting standards and taxation legislation. Likewise, the finding of
Cutbush and Martin (2000) that the costs associated with increased
regulation were disproportionately borne by rural communities is also
reflected in the current study.

A further hardship exposed in this study relates to accountants' attempts
to remain accredited with the professional accounting bodies. While all
professional

accountants

must

undertake

continuing

professional

development (Kent & Jenkins, 2006; Bowrey, et al., 2007; DeLange,
Jackling, & Suwardy, 2012), this requirement was viewed as more onerous
for country accountants, primarily because of the tyranny of distance,

153

This is a move back to government regulation of the accounting profession. For an
historical account of the Public Accountants Regulation (PAR) Act and its subsequent
repeal, see Bowrey and his co‐authors (2007).
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which led to additional direct and indirect costs and fewer opportunities
for networking and personal interaction with relevant peers. This hardship
is not a new discovery (for examples of similar findings, refer to Sawyer &
Munn, 1998; Kent & Jenkins, 2006; and Ciccotosto, et al., 2008), but
reconfirms the added burdens faced by country accountants in meeting
their continuing professional development obligations.

Another area of concern was attracting and retaining skilled staff to
country locales. Many participants voiced numerous hurdles encountered
in attracting quality staff to careers in public accounting firms, and the
academic and professional literatures reviewed for this study154 support
these claims. Although the long‐standing skills shortage, particularly at the
middle and senior levels, was recognised as a profession‐wide concern, the
rural participants in this study reported greater obstacles associated with
attracting and retaining quality staff. Factors contributing to this viewpoint
included:


Life in the city is very tempting and attracting graduates back to
the country is often impossible to achieve;



The fee base of firms in the country tends to be lower than similar
sized firms in the city and this influences how much employees
and partners can be paid;



Employees must be committed to actively embracing rural life;
and



Rural living is not for everyone.

The grounds offered by the participants as contributing to the skills
shortage are also similar to those factors reported by Sawyer and Munn
(1998), Ciccotosto and his colleagues (2008), and Alam and Nandan (2010).

The above commentary concurs with the view that many fairness issues
are industry‐wide, however, the rural and regional participants in this study
believed they were confronted with additional exigencies, and these
154

See, for instance, Birrell (2006), Muldowney (2006), Ramsey (2006), Southwell et al.
(2006), Mann et al. (2007), Sheedy (2007), O'Toole (2008), Reedman (2008), Davies et al.
(2009), and Jackling et al. (2010).
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accountants felt professionally disadvantaged when they compared
themselves to their city‐based colleagues. The opinions and events shared,
particularly by the country participants, demonstrate compellingly how
government regulation, social policy, and professional accounting body
requirements favour larger metropolitan firms and that this perception of
bias was further exacerbated by the power of market forces and the lure of
the city. This summation of the potency of externalities also draws on
research conducted by Argent (2005) and, in particular, his interpretation
of 'governing at a distance' (p. 29) and the 'power of geography' (p. 29).
While taking a utilitarian view to promoting best‐practice and enhancing
corporate governance nationally may appear fair, the livelihood (and
longevity) of rural and regional accounting firms is now being tested as a
result of this approach. Coupled with the chronic shortage of skilled
employees (and would‐be principals) seeking out a career in public
practice, it is easy to envisage the near extinction of the smaller rural
accounting firm in the future.

6.2.1.3 Professional bias: Good for competition?
Differentiation between the professional accounting bodies as an industry‐
wide source of bias was also a topical point, regardless of the participant's
geographical location. Despite numerous attempts to amalgamate CPA
Australia Ltd and The Institute of Chartered Accountants in Australia
(Heazlewood, 2003), intra‐professional rivalry persists and was evident
from the conversations. Of particular note was the strong perception held
by a number of participants, across all designations and industry groups,
that the CA155 designation was more highly regarded than the CPA156 or
IPA157 designations. According to some participants in this study, such
rivalries had, or were currently, adversely impacting their career
opportunities and/or the career progression of their colleagues, with one

155

Professional designation of The Institute of Chartered Accountants in Australia.

156

Professional designation of CPA Australia Ltd.

157

Professional designation of the Institute of Public Accountants Ltd.
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young employee (24T) vehemently stating that she regretted her choice of
professional accounting body affiliation.

The belief that the CA designation is more highly regarded goes against the
findings of Inglis, Shelly, Morley, and DeLange (2011), who argued that
brand position and reputation of the accounting body did not influence
membership decisions. This somewhat contradictory stance implies that
professional body preference may vary (strengthen or weaken) as a person
matures in their career. While not discounting the strong opinions shared
during the conversations, brand position and professional body affiliation
did not stand out as critical factors when the participants were initially
seeking accounting work but, rather, these viewpoints developed as the
individuals progressed in their careers. Further analysis of the narratives
revealed that for many of the participants, securing professional
accounting employment in a field of their choice was of greater importance
than seeking out employment opportunities with a firm possessing a
specific professional accounting body affiliation; an observation that is
more in line with the findings reported by Inglis and his team (2011).

A similar area of concern highlighted in this study was the use of
professional body affiliation to denote in‐group membership. Although
professional rivalry is good for competition, it is damaging to the
accounting community when professional affiliation is used as a barrier to
prevent entry into, or mobility within, public practice. It is also possible
that making a distinction in professional accounting body affiliation is a
legitimate, although discriminatory, way of culling candidates without
revealing prejudices toward individual differences such as gender, cultural
identity, or age.

6.2.2

The importance of individual differences

While each individual has features that are the same or similar to other
individuals, variations in, and combinations of, attributes come together to
make an individual unique (Kluckhohn & Murray, 1953). In the following
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subsections, observations illustrating the significance of individual
differences, such as gender, cultural identity, and age, to opinions formed
around fairness issues are communicated.

6.2.2.1 Gender‐related issues

Is gender still a significant barrier to promotion to
senior management in small and mid‐sized firms for
female accountants?
As anticipated from the tour of the fairness literature presented in Chapter
2, concerns relating to gender were ubiquitous throughout the
conversations. Despite changes in public rhetoric and the introduction of
family‐friendly workplace legislation, many of the participants in this study
believed the road to partnership status for females was still quite bumpy,
difficult to navigate, and often led to dead‐ends.

Similar viewpoints

regarding career pathways within the accounting profession, particularly
for women, were previously espoused by Strachan and Barrett (2006, 2008,
2010), Ciccotosto and his team (2008), Wallace (2009), Cooper (2010), and
Almer, and her collaborators (2011). Additionally, the views shared by
both male and female participants, as well as the dialogue reported in the
popular press (Chief Executive Women, 2012; and Michael, 2012 are two
recent examples), suggest that total acceptance of family‐friendly
workplace policies in Australia is far from complete. Further defence for
this view is drawn from a Big 4 accounting firm case study, which included
Australian participants, undertaken by Kornberger and his team (2010). A
key finding of these authors was that a workplace flexibility initiative with
the specific goal of retaining and promoting women within the case study
accounting firm actually reinforced existing gender‐linked barriers to career
progression rather than removing them.

Even the words that authors choose can also reinforce gender bias. For
instance, Wooten (2001) discussed women‐friendly human resource
management practices in accounting firms.

Although she provided a
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footnote to explain the difference between women‐friendly and family‐
friendly policies, her article, nonetheless, fortifies the belief that parenting
is predominantly a female responsibility, and signals that males are not or
are, at least, less entitled to access these policies regardless of their
parenting commitments; a concern also uncovered in the current project.

Concepts such as pink‐collar workers (Howe, 1977; Almer, et al., 2012),
glass ceilings (O'Neill, et al., 2001; Wooten, 2001; Almer, et al., 2012;
Haynes, 2012), and sticky floors (Still, 1997) were also apparent from the
data collected. As reported by the US‐based Work/Life and Women's
Initiatives Focus Group (Leitschuh, 2006), and reiterated more recently in
Australian studies by Strachan and Barrett (2008) and Almer and her
colleagues (2012), opportunities for women to advance to full equity
partnership level were limited where flexible working conditions are
required. Likewise, the current study found that combining part‐time work
and partnership status (in an established multi‐partner male‐dominated
firm), while not mutually exclusive, was not the norm in Australian public
accounting firms, particularly in country Australia. In the current study,
most requests for part‐time or flexible work arrangements were to achieve
a balance between having a professional career and family obligations.

Sadly, the obstructions faced (or anticipated) by some of the female
participants in this study when trying to combine parenthood with a career
in public practice do not appear to be isolated cases, but echo the prior
findings that accountants and, in particular, female accountants who are
mothers, often feel overlooked for promotion to senior management
(similar to the findings of Windsor & Auyeung, 2006; Almer, Lightbody, &
Single, 2012), or that their parenting responsibilities have somewhat stifled
their career choices (Haynes, 2008; Lightbody, 2009), thereby labelling the
situation as unfair treatment because they see their professional status as
being undermined.
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In addition, the remuneration paid to female accountants still lags behind
that of their male colleagues, and some of the participants in this study
held similar beliefs regarding gender‐linked pay differentials. For instance,
as noted by one participant (38T), in order to reduce her hours by half she
was being asked to accept a three‐quarters pay cut. This observation
reaffirms the vast body of knowledge recognising that women traditionally
have been, and often still are, paid less than their male colleagues who
work in similar positions (Equal Opportunity for Women in the Workplace
Agency, 2010).

The portrayals of the workplace realities of the female accountants in this
study also resonate with those observed by Strachan (2010) who, in her
look at the past half century of women's employment experiences in
Australia, highlighted the blatant, although supposedly well‐intentioned
bias against females. For instance, up until the late 1960s, the marriage
bar forced women out the workforce (particularly from public service
positions). Once married, women were no longer particularly welcome in
the workforce on the pretext of 'support for the employment of single
females; the loss of opportunities for men; prevention of child delinquency;
and defense of the ideals of marriage and the interests of the Australian
nation' (Colley, 2004, p. 80).

In 2008, Metz and Moss posed the question: Do women over‐attribute
slow advancement in management to gender‐related discrimination? In
their study, these authors found that allegations of gender discrimination
in a single large multinational organisation were likely to be real rather
than erroneous or over‐stated. In a similar vein, O'Neill and his colleagues
(2001) reported a range of gender‐related discriminatory views within the
Australian accounting profession, and noted that females were often
stereotyped as being more appropriate for administration and non‐
professional roles but less suitable to hold positions of authority within
accounting firms. Several female participants in this study recalled similar
unpleasant experiences relating to the relegation of female accountants to
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administrative roles, however, not all participants believed that being
asked to undertake non‐accounting tasks was such a demeaning request,
and their willingness to oblige, they believed, actually helped their careers.

While the current study also uncovered instances that could be interpreted
as being disadvantageous to women seeking career advancement, the
majority of the female participants who were also mothers or
contemplating motherhood made personal choices about career, family,
and lifestyle that fitted their priorities at various stages of their lives and
careers. The preceding sentence deliberately uses the word 'choices' and
not 'sacrifices', as the Researcher believes that these participants, if
pressed, would openly choose motherhood over pursuing a full‐time career
as a principal in public practice; something Participant 17T openly
acknowledged.

Attributing the decisions female accountants make regarding their careers
to personal choices has been criticised in the literature as an over‐
simplification of reality (Wallace, 2009). However, in the Researcher's
opinion, what seems to get lost in much of the gender related research is
that, as an individual, a woman (or man) is a finite resource in terms of
time, attention, and energy and, as such, either/or choices have to be
made in order to satisfy needs and optimise desires. This view ties in with
the findings reported by Morley, Bellamy, Jackson, and O'Neill (2002).
These authors found that Australian female accountants, particularly those
over thirty years of age, appeared less outwardly career driven than their
male counterparts and were more likely to step back from the relentless
chase for career victories in favour of a happy life outside of accounting
and the workplace158.

Despite the plethora of research (including this study) and anecdotal
commentary attesting to the barriers faced by women seeking career
158

O'Neill and O'Reilly (2010) investigated the gender‐related aspects of treating careers
as tournaments.

268

advancement, this study also highlights some of the positive choices made
by women (and some men) to adjust their careers to allow for quality time
with their families and to have a life beyond the profession. In light of this
observation, the position advanced in this research study is that the
choices individuals make, rather than gender per se, shape career
advancement opportunities, particularly for female accountants in small
and mid‐sized accounting firms in rural and regional Australia.

Other gender related biases embedded in the data hinted at accounting
workplaces continuing to be overshadowed by a boys' club culture. Similar
views, such as 'chauvinistic mentality' (O'Neill, et al., 2001, p. 17) and
informal and old boys' networks (Hoddinott & Jarratt, 1998; Kim, 2001;
Emery, Hooks, & Stewart, 2002; Windsor & Auyeung, 2006), were also
alluded to, particularly by the more mature participants in this study.
However, the younger generation of participants, most notably the
younger migrant participants, did not openly share these views. These
differing viewpoints could be attributable to the migrant participants
feeling grateful for the employment opportunities that they had been
given, or because of their belief in being filial employees (a traditional East
Asian/South East Asian value). It is also plausible that a lack of exposure to
differing workplace environments, rather than just chronological age, may
have shaped the younger generation's views. More optimistically, the
organisation's culture, as perceived by these participants, may be reflective
of the ongoing efforts to make accounting workplaces more inclusive.
While such comments are just suppositions on behalf of the Researcher,
these differing interpretations of reality are worthy of further exploration.

In addition, it was also the consensus view that more females were now
pursuing a career in public practice, a point emphasised by the professional
accounting bodies (The Institute of Chartered Accountants in Australia,
2008; CPA Australia Ltd, 2010a). This development represents a social
change that has been repeatedly documented (see, for instance,
Abhayaratna & Lattimore, 2006; Equal Opportunity for Women in the
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Workplace Agency, 2006; Stanic, 2009; Wallace, 2009).

However,

offsetting this gain was the belief that the number of males entering the
profession had also sharply declined over the past two decades. A visual
review of the public practice websites of the participants' employers
supports this opinion, although the more senior positions and those at
partnership level were still dominated by males. This predominance of
males holding the more senior positions is also consistent with prior
research and industry reports (see Morley et al., 2000b; Australian Bureau
of Statistics, 2003; Leung & Richardson, 2006; Windsor & Auyeung, 2006;
The Institute of Chartered Accountants in Australia, 2008; CPA Australia
Ltd, 2010a).

While reflecting social change, the adjustment in the gender mix of
accounting graduates (rather than an increase in total local graduate
accountant numbers) is reported to be a function of several factors (Birrell,
2006).

These dynamics include government‐funding constraints for

university accounting places for local students and birth rate cycles, as well
as accounting being just one of a multitude of career options now
available. The wider choice of courses and the expansion of regional
universities into academic fields previously only offered by well‐established
city‐based universities159, coupled with the various study modes now
available160, were also pointed to by the rural participants in this study as
contributing to the diminished attraction of accounting as a career choice,
particularly for students from rural backgrounds. That is, accounting is no
longer seen as the best alternative161 from a limited list of choices, in
contrast to what had been the case for several of the older participants in
this study.

159

For instance, Charles Sturt University now offers a Bachelor of Veterinary Science
degree, which previously was only offered in New South Wales by the University of
Sydney.

160

Such as off‐campus, part‐time, distance learning, block attendance, and so on.

161

In terms of potential for career opportunities and financial reward following
graduation, in addition to being logistically and financially feasible, and fitting in with
family commitments during their undergraduate years.
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One attention‐grabbing opinion as to why males are shunning the
profession was put forward by Participant 22T who commented that
perhaps accounting was now looked upon as being a 'poofy job for males
to do'. Despite this participant using the word 'poofy', there were no
homosexual or homophobic overtones or connotations implied, and the
Researcher understood this term to be more a statement of effeminate
features in that this participant was questioning whether accounting was
still masculine enough for males. In her book Gender & Power in the
Workplace, Bradley (1999) discusses the 'feminisation' of the workplace 162,
particularly in middle‐ and working‐class jobs, and goes on to assert that:
Managerial and professional men … are able to use their
positional power at work to buttress the culture of
homosociability and keep women confined to "niche
positions" (p. 211).
Bradley's opinion that managerial and professional men were, in the past,
able to stave off feminisation of the workplace has lost ground, and
traditional professional male domains, such as accounting, may have
unintentionally (or intentionally) succumbed to feminist influences. The
collective Australian voice (as heard through the media and embedded in
legislation) promotes this change in 'gender dynamics' (Bradley, 1999, p.
212) as a positive development through shifting societal attitudes and the
willing adoption of family‐friendly policies. However, it may also be that
feminisation of the accounting workplace as a reason for why males are
shunning the profession is too politically incorrect to acknowledge and,
therefore, is ignored.

Although societal opinion is changing in relation to gender‐based
preconceptions, the above dialogue highlights the professional and social
realities of combining a rewarding career in public accounting with the
responsibilities of parenthood.

162

See Roberts and Coutts (1992), Linn (1996), Emery et al. (2002), and Ikin, Johns, and
Hayes (2012) for various viewpoints on feminisation of the accounting workplace.
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6.2.2.2 Cultural identity as a mindset

What role does cultural identity play in shaping justice
perceptions for migrant accountants working in
Australia?
In light of 'the changing face of modern Australia' (Australian Government,
2009, p. 1) and the literature reviewed in Chapter 2, cultural identity was
believed to be pivotal in how fairness in the workplace is apprehended,
particularly by migrant accountants.

All but one of the migrant

accountants in this study163 believed their cultural identity had not been an
explicit impediment to their professional careers in Australia, however, this
encouraging outcome has not been universally reported in prior studies
(for examples, see James & Otsuka, 2009; Lu, 2011).

Even with positive acculturation, the migrant participants in this study
experienced varying degrees of (un)fairness in securing stable accounting
appointments, particularly prior to obtaining permanent residency, and
this outcome is similar to the experiences reported by James and Otsuka
(2009), Cheng, Kang, Roebuck, and Simnett (2009), and Lu (2011). The
preference for individuals with permanent residency status and the
reluctance of employers, recruitment agencies, and the professional
accounting bodies to embrace cultural diversity fully164 may be holding
back the profession by stifling avenues of competitive advantage and
ignoring this growing source of skilled professionals.

However, as noted previously (in Section 6.2.1.1), the recent finding that
local students have a stronger desire to be accountants than do
international students studying in Australia (Jackling, et al., 2010) is likely
to reinforce this reluctance. This unwillingness is further defensible when
foremost in the minds of principals is maximisation of firm success and
continuity, return on human resource investment through length of tenure
163

Participant 29T.

164

Despite rhetoric to the contrary (for example, CPA Australia Ltd & The Institute of
Chartered Accountants in Australia, 2012).
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and, longer term, partnership potential. Notwithstanding the findings of
Jackling and her co‐investigators (2010), the differing recollections of
recruitment experiences of the migrant accountants in this and prior
Australian studies marry with the concept of cultural identity as a mindset
which is malleable and expandable (Kim, 2007), rather than cultural
identity being an individual difference based on physical appearance or
ancestral heritage. This interpretation also has similarities to the multiple
cultures perspective advocated by Sackmann and Phillips (2004) in that
cultural identity, in the context of this study, was shaped by the 'new work
realities' (p. 370) faced by the migrant participants.

A secondary observation linked to cultural identity was the way in which
the migrant participants apprehended racism. Racism, in the Australian
context, did not accurately describe how the migrant participants relayed
their unfair experiences. For instance, it has been a long‐held belief that
the Aussie style of humour is what makes Australians unique (Due, 2011),
and an attribute that some participants specifically talked about. However,
as Due (2011) pointed out, this unique sense of humour is largely founded
on a 'white "mainstream" Australian identity' (p. 41) and, as such, what
some Australians see as just a bit of harmless fun can be looked upon by
others, including some of the migrant and local participants in this study, as
being quite racially insensitive, but not racist per se. Specific mention was
also made of racial discrimination being an offence carrying various civil,
criminal, and social sanctions, and these restrictions may have influenced
the migrant participants' choice of words when sharing their stories. This
observation also allows the Researcher to infer that these participants have
adjusted their use of the term racism as part of their acculturation to
engender

greater

acceptance

by

their

colleagues,

clients,

and

acquaintances, and to appear more Australian165.

165

Acting out their interpretation of what they think it means to be Australian.
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Another key premise potentially impeding the careers of some migrant
accountants, in general, is the belief that their level of English language
proficiency is unacceptable, and this concern was raised by both local and
migrant accountants in this study. Language proficiency is also a topical
theme in the general press166 and an issue that is examined repeatedly in
the academic literature167. In this regard, the episodes witnessed by the
participants underscore the importance of having well‐developed English
language skills which includes not only being able to read and write, but
also the ability and confidence to orally communicate their message to
stakeholders across the spectrum. These viewpoints and actualities also
point to the need for (and time to allow for) socialisation and acculturation
of new staff, as well as fostering cultural understanding in their clients, but
this can be difficult to achieve, particularly for smaller firms where there is
often limited capacity to offer more than just cursory assistance to nurture
cultural awareness.

An important insight gleaned from the data is that the divergence of events
shared by the participants suggests that an individual's first cultural
identity, whilst important, is not the primary catalyst for perceptions of
fairness in the workplace (i.e., perceptions of fairness formed once
employed as a professional accountant).

In this study, how migrant

accountants experienced acculturation, and how they blended aspects of
their first cultural identity with their interpretation of the Australian
cultural landscape fostered in their places of employment, was more
influential in shaping their views. This way of seeing is in keeping with
Berger and Luckmann's (1966) view that one's subjective reality is
dependent upon the social base and processes that are foremost in the
present surroundings. These authors also noted that while an individual
may recall the realities of the past, those memories fade unless they are
refreshed by conversing 'with those who share their relevance' (p. 175).
166

See Andrews (2006), Alberici (2007), and Narushima (2009).

167

Examples include Tindale et al. (2005), Jackling and Watty (2008), Moore and Burns
(2008), and Gray (2010).
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This interpretation may also partly explain why some migrant accountants
who socialise mainly with other migrant accountants fail to embrace the
rich cultural experiences their adopted country offers. In contrast, for the
migrant accountants in this study, the dominance of their first cultural
identity in shaping fairness perceptions diminished, but was not
extinguished, the longer they had worked in Australia, regardless of the
accounting field in which they were employed.

6.2.2.3 The age of reason

As a person matures personally and professionally in
their career, does their view of fairness change?
While all participants acknowledged reactions to fairness issues change
with the passing of time, chronological age was viewed as a poor indicator
of the intensity and/or direction of the change because the reasons for
doing so are specific to each individual. These reasons included:


Life experiences in general;



Changes in personal priorities;



Adjusting to new cultural norms;



Overt unfairness, shocks, and other unexpected traumatic events;



Changes within the social structure; and



Government initiatives and additional legislation.

It was also the belief of the participants that some people become fairer,
while other people become less fair with age, and this perception was the
same regardless of gender, cultural identity, or professional position. The
finding that chronological age was not a key factor in organisational justice
perceptions resonates with the work of Caldwell, Liu, Fedor, and Herold
(2009) who noted that 'age in context' (p. 453) and an individual's age
relative to the other group members, rather than chronological age, were
more pertinent to forming and informing perceptions of fairness. For
example, the views related to age, which were conveyed by the
participants in the current study, demonstrate that the social constructions
275

of fairness in the workplace vary between individuals, and are heavily
influenced by factors other than chronological age. As such, as a person
matures personally and professionally in their career, the way they
interpret and react to fairness events often changes, but chronological age
should not be used to foresee how a person might change because the
reasons for doing so are specific to each individual. This reflection on age
also tallies with the examination of age presented in Section 2.4.1 of
Chapter 2, in that the passing of time is just one of several ways a person's
age can be expressed, and how a person matures personally and
professionally in their career reflects a unique combination of factors.

Intrinsically linked to age is the passage of time. Although a contemporary
study into how accountants apprehend and act out workplace fairness,
many of the concerns raised look back on times past and, for some
participants, this can be quite some time ago. Recollecting the past is a
'distinctly human subjective experience' (Rowlinson, Booth, Clark,
Delahaye, & Procter, 2010, p. 69), and memories can become less vivid and
tempered with time (Berger & Luckmann, 1966), particularly when the
person remembering has a positive disposition. While memory recall has
the potential to be inaccurate, overstated, or vague, the research
presented in this thesis principally calls attention to issues that were
foremost in the minds of the research participants as being instrumental to
how opinions regarding organisational justice are formed and informed.
Therefore, these views offer critical revelations into how fairness in public
accounting firms is being perceived today.

6.2.2.4 A fairness mindset

Are perceptions of organisational justice influenced by
the mindset a person holds?
During the interviews, participants were encouraged to share their views
on whether they thought some people were more accepting of unfair
treatment than were other people. The overwhelming majority agreed
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that this was the case, but the key observation from the current study was
that the reasons behind these differences varied significantly.

The

positions taken by the participants, as grasped by the Researcher, generally
went against the assumption of equity theory (Adams, 1963) that all
individuals are equally sensitive to the same levels of (un)fairness. Similar
opinions counter to equity theory, as reported in prior research, led to
alternative explanations being advanced, including exchange ideology
(Eisenberger, et al., 1986), zone of tolerance (Gilliland, 2008), and equity
sensitivity (Huseman, et al., 1987), and these models were employed in the
current study to dig deeper into the views and perspectives the
participants held.

In line with the findings of other researchers (including Mailath, 1998;
Nowak, et al., 2000; Telser, 2005; Kennelly & Fantino, 2007; Keysar, et al.,
2008), the conclusions drawn in the current study suggest that an
individual's exchange ideology was not fixed and that their willingness to
reciprocate fluctuated depending upon the situation, past experience, and
the individual's assessment of the other parties to the exchange. From the
conversations, and through subsequent analysis of the discourse, the
Researcher became cognisant of a strong exchange ideology, in that the
majority of the research participants openly expressed their readiness to
take the lead and their willingness to go beyond a pure business
transaction. This sentiment was particularly evident in the conversations
with the rural participants who also conveyed a deep sense of community
spirit and pride in their profession. This reflection also relates back to the
importance of being 'first responders' (Carter, et al., 2011, 2013), as
reported in Section 6.2.1.2, and possibly explains why these individuals
generously volunteered their time to participate in this study.

As a generalisation, the welcoming characteristics of passion for their
community, pride in their profession, and the ability to find forward‐
looking solutions, coupled with a propensity to always see the rosier side of
any situation, may also be another reason why country accountants, in
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particular, are willing and able to act as 'first responders' (Carter, et al.,
2011, 2013) within their communities. Putting other people first is also a
hallmark of being a professional, in that the ethos of the accounting
profession is to act always in the public interest (Institute of Public
Accountants Ltd, 2012).

Also consistent with the observations of other authors (for instance,
Jaques, 1961; Gilliland, 2008), the participants in this study demonstrated
and/or acknowledged a zone of tolerance in which individuals were
prepared to consciously or subconsciously allow (or perhaps ignore or
forgive)168 a certain level of unfairness from time to time. However, once a
situation was perceived to be outside of their fairness zone, a response
ensued. This conclusion underlines the relevance of contextual factors in
fairness responses and indicates why some unfair events were more likely
to generate a robust response while other instances were simply reasoned
away.

The impressions formed by the Researcher regarding exchange ideology
and zone of tolerance indicate that these models were unable to account
for the varying dynamics that the participants in this study considered
when assessing and reacting to an actual event or situation. Leading on
from this inference, labelling a participant as benevolent, equity sensitive,
or entitled, belies the complexity of the assessments made by the
participants and further plays down the importance of situational factors in
making decisions about fairness in the Australian workplace.

As noted in the exploration of fairness bias presented in Chapter 5 (Section
5.2.8), the participants were proud to be accountants and enjoyed what
they did; a finding that bodes well for the future of community‐based
public accounting firms and mirrors the buoyant depiction of public

168

The Researcher can only suggest why people show an inclination for a zone of
tolerance.
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practice promoted by the professional accounting bodies169. Following on
from this observation, a somewhat unexpected but encouraging discovery
was that most participants who had chosen a career in public practice felt
the profession, as a whole, was 'pretty fair'. This favourable outlook
suggests an inclination towards fairness (fairness bias). Konow (2005)
describes fairness bias as being 'a deviation of claims from unbiased justice
due to a personal stake' (p. 351), signalling that people with a vested
interest in a situation will often, consciously or not, tend towards self‐
interest regardless of the reason ‐ be it cognitively formed, motivationally
based, or a combination of both (Prentice, 2000, drawing on the
conclusions of Kunda, 1990).

Nonetheless, demonstrating a preference for fairness melds with the
concept of systemic fairness, as previously explored by authors such as
Sheppard and his colleagues (1992), Harlos and Pinder (1999), Beugre and
Baron (2001), and Bonache (2004), and contributes to 'persistent justice'
(Sheppard, et al., 1992, p. 102; see also Greenberg, 1993) within public
accounting firms. Favourable affirmations about the profession also match
with contemporary research into 'belief in a just world' (Furnham, 2003),
thereby promoting (and perpetuating) perceptions of fairness in the
workplace.

While a sense of fairness may be an inherent trait of those who go on to
forge successful careers as professional accountants (nature versus
nurture), there were also compelling reasons unearthed throughout the
narratives as to why public accountants, particularly principals, might be
motivated to portray the profession in such a positive light. Such rationales
include combating the chronic skills shortage and the desire to attract
suitably skilled professionals who want to become career accountants, as
well as to increase the value of the firm as a transferrable asset.

169

Contemporary examples can be found in video‐clips on YouTube produced by CPA
Australia Ltd (2010), The Institute of Chartered Accountants in Australia (2010), and the
Institute of Public Accountants Ltd (2011).
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Furthermore, society demands that professionals, such as accountants, be
fair!170 More holistically, there is a plethora of research171 indicating that
having a positive attitude makes for a happier and more productive
workplace, and forms part of a 'healthy coping mechanism' (Furnham,
2003, p. 796) furnishing numerous intellectual, emotional, and social
advantages.

However, believing the profession to be 'pretty fair' can mask potential
self‐serving motives, and a positive view of the profession is an observation
that other researchers reporting on the Australian accounting landscape
have not found or, as they have focused on measuring outcomes
associated with organisational justice, have elected not to report such
subjective cheerful viewpoints (see, for instance, Clabaugh, Monroe, &
Soutar, 2000; Morley, et al., 2000a; Hall, et al., 2005; Kent & Jenkins, 2006;
Phillips & DeLange, 2006; Strachan & Barrett, 2006; Winter & Monroe,
2006; Hall & Smith, 2009; James & Otsuka, 2009; Lightbody, 2009;
Aichinger & Barnes, 2010; Carr, et al., 2010a).

The Researcher also appreciates how having a positive mindset has
facilitated the fostering of professional relationships with a 'personal
touch', which was a distinctive quality of the country accountants included
in this study. The pros and cons of this differential quality have previously
been reported by researchers such as Sawyer and Munn (1998) and Carter
and her colleagues (2011, 2013), often with a focus on some of the more
challenging and negative aspects.

However, in the current study,

community involvement and the close personal relationships the
participants had with their clients were perceived, on the whole, as being
advantages in working as a rural accountant.

170

For more on this point, see West (1996), Anderson‐Gough and Grey (2002), and Beaton
(2010).
171

For examples relevant to the accounting profession, see Southwell et al. (2006),
Lindquist (2008), Warren and Parker (2009), and Boedker, Vidgen, Meagher, Cogin,
Mouritsen, and Runnalls (2011).
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Whatever the drivers of workplace fairness may be, the research presented
in this thesis shows that the mindset a person holds is instrumental in how
that individual perceives fairness in the workplace.

However, an

individual's mindset is not a discrete observation, but a multilayered,
multifaceted, and dynamic way of seeing which is readily open to change.

The foregoing commentary encapsulates the key insights extracted from
the data (as understood by the Researcher), and draws attention to aspects
of organisational justice that are interlinked in ways not predicted by
current theory, and pinpoints areas of potential weaknesses in existing
organisational justice models. To support this claim, contributions of the
research are defended in the following section.

6.3

Reflecting on the research

6.3.1

Reflections relevant to theory

As advanced in Section 6.2.1, a distinguishing feature of the research
presented in this thesis is the prominence of bias and power in shaping
fairness perceptions for Australian accountants. Taking an interpretivist
approach and engaging participants in personal conversations has brought
to the fore sources of unfairness in the workplace that often go unnoticed,
are palliated, or simply ignored. Developing a greater awareness of, and
appreciation for, the subtler forms of bias and the power undercurrents
within small and mid‐sized firms may help illuminate why prior
organisational justice researchers have reported varying results when
investigating specific fairness determinants relating to the accounting
profession.

As a corollary to this observation, although fairness in the workplace was
extremely important, many of the participants in this study openly
admitted that it was not something they consciously thought about every
day. These candid disclosures suggest that there is an intuitive aspect to
how individuals interpret and act out fairness. As such, in attempting to
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measure fairness, prior organisational justice researchers may have only
captured the conscious component of what people think they might do
under ideal conditions (for instance, perfect knowledge, no time
constraints, no cost, no stress, and no emotions). This point is especially
germane when contrived scenarios and samples of convenience are
exploited, which are typical techniques that have been utilised in prior
organisational justice research studies.

Another notable contribution to theory is that for the participants in this
study, being treated fairly by others and with respect and dignity
(interactional justice) was more highly regarded than the processes
employed or the outcome achieved. This conclusion, while not new in
organisational justice research, has been made more visible in this research
setting in view of the constructivist approach taken and further narrows
the 'gaps in research on interactional justice' (Bies, 2005, p. 95).

Although identified and discussed as discrete ways of thinking as part of
the literature reviewed for this study, when reflecting on the data
gathered, the distinctions between exchange ideology (Eisenberger, et al.,
1986), zone of tolerance (Gilliland, 2008), and equity sensitivity (Huseman,
et al., 1987) began to blur. This blurring between the models is indicative
of how diverse and dynamic viewpoints come together to form a
professional and cohesive workplace with a genuine concern for other
people.

While these models capture various aspects of the fairness

mindset, each approach, as a standalone theory, falls short of fully
articulating the multiple constructions of reality expressed by the
participants in this study, and also belies the plasticity of these views.

In addition, the findings from this study suggest that as a person matures,
personally and professionally, they become equity elastic. That is to say,
an individual may move between the equity sensitivity states, alter their
exchange ideology, and reposition their zone of tolerance depending upon
the dynamics of the situation, their past encounters, and future
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expectations, coupled with their assessment of the other parties to the
exchange and the wider environment.

As reported in Section 6.2.2.4, the overwhelming majority of participants
believed that some people were more accepting of unfair treatment than
were other people. Using the equity sensitivity labels devised by Huseman
and his fellow authors (1987), individuals perceived as more accepting of
unfairness are labelled as Benevolents.

However, other factors may

heighten the impression of benevolence while masking an individual's real
thoughts and desires. For the participants in this study, factors such as the
availability of alternative employment opportunities, career/life choices,
cultural identity, and career stage were stronger determinants of how
individuals perceived and dealt with (un)fairness in the Australian
workplace. As such, the concept of equity elasticity is a key contribution of
this research project and this new perspective into how accountants
perceive fairness in the workplace may also prove to be a fruitful avenue
for further research into how fairness is apprehended in other professions,
workplaces, and broader research settings.

The opinions and experiences shared by the participants in this study also
made clear to the Researcher that organisational justice is not a two‐
dimensional, fair/not fair, black/white, right/wrong notion, but a
multifaceted, socially constructed way of making sense of workplace
events and interactions. In addition, these social constructions of reality
are malleable and mutable, as well as being contextually influenced,
culturally guided, time‐bound, and, at times, emotionally charged. These
manifold interpretations of reality further support the inclusion of equity
elasticity as a worthy addition to the organisational justice framework.

In expanding organisational justice theory, Gilliland (2008) proposed that
fairness events follow a normal distribution and experiences that are very
unfair or too fair are 'far more important' (p. 279) in shaping behaviour
than are the majority of experiences around the modal point. In contrast,
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the takeaways from the current study suggest that the experiences around
the midpoint also significantly contribute to the cultivation of a fairness
mindset and, therefore, are no less important in shaping behaviour than
are extreme events. Following on from this point, a general observation
from this study is that fairness is not linear. The traditional view (Harlos &
Pinder, 1999; Gilliland, 2008) suggests one end of the continuum is 'too
fair' while the other end of the continuum is 'very unfair'. Figure 6.2
illustrates this conventional bipolar view.

Very Unfair
Fig. 6.2

Fairness Zone

Too Fair

Traditional view of the fairness continuum

In this traditional view of fairness (Figure 6.2), the area midway between
the poles has also been labelled as the 'zone of tolerance' (Gilliland, 2008,
p. 271) or the 'injustice tolerance zone' (Beugre, 2005, p. 1128). However,
another interpretation of the fairness zone expressed by the majority of
participants in this study172 is that the area between the poles is not
necessarily a zone of tolerance or tolerated unfairness, more that the area
between the poles is identified simply as 'not unfair'. The Researcher's
interpretation of the concepts and connections observable in the data
gathered that encapsulate the fairness zone, and how these concepts
interact to form a fairness mindset are presented in Figure 6.3 (shown on
the next page).

172

The Researcher found no discernible difference in the options of the various categories
of participants, male/female, local/migrant, employee/employer, city/country, etc.
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Equity
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Yet another contribution of the current study to theory is the choice of
'referent‐other' (Adams, 1963, p. 424, related to distributive justice and
equity theory in particular) as revealed by the participants and discussed in
Section 4.3 of Chapter 4 (and expanded on in Section 6.2.1.1 of this
chapter). For instance, if the employer had not been promoted at the
same age or career stage as the employee, then the employer was less
likely to offer that form of reward, regardless of performance or level of
productivity. Hence, an additional distribution norm is 'well, I didn't have
it, so you can't have it either'. While this reflection has implications for the
elucidation of distribution norm choices, it also has repercussions for policy
and practice, and the means by which employees can be best managed.
Though wordy, this statement reflects the diverse realities discernible in
public accounting workplaces and reiterates the importance of personal
experience as a fairness reference point.

The nature of small business, the economic environment of rural
communities, and the tyranny of distance also affect who or what
employees choose as their 'referent‐other' (Adams, 1963, p. 242). It is also
likely that these same factors frustrate employers who know that their
employees are making potential negative comparisons but feel powerless
to change the situation in any substantial way.
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6.3.2

Reflections relevant to policy and practice

Advance Australia Fair
As explored in Section 6.2.1.2 of this chapter, and voiced strongly in
Section 4.5 of Chapter 4, several recent public policy developments were
viewed as generating unfavourable conditions for segments of the
profession. By way of example, the amended legislative requirements
relating to audit services were seen as cutting off potential business
opportunities for smaller rural and regional accounting firms, thereby
shackling growth and weakening sustainability. Further, the paring down
of social services in rural communities had also affected (directly and
indirectly) the way accountants ran their businesses because of the
increased need to go beyond what would normally be expected of a
principal in a larger metropolitan practice. The stress caused by the added
non‐business pleas of their clients, and the practicalities of implementing
new legislative requirements, brings into focus why some rural and
regional practitioners in this study felt that they were professionally
disadvantaged when they compared themselves to their city counterparts.

International students and 'their right' to work in Australia upon graduation
One issue noted by the migrant participants in this study was that they
found it particularly difficult to secure accounting work immediately after
graduation because they were not permanent residents of Australia.
During the interviews, the sentiment conveyed to the Researcher was that
some of these participants felt it was almost 'their right' to secure
accounting positions of their choice. James and Otsuka (2009) made a
similar observation, citing the selling of educational services to
international students and the espoused liberal requirements for gaining
permanent residency status upon graduation as the main reasons behind
this expectation. Encouraging international students to study at Australian
universities has important economic and social benefits. Economically,
international student fees form a substantial part of the overall funding for
universities (The Group of 8, 2011). Socially, international students bring
cultural and lingual diversity to the Australian education landscape and the
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resulting increase in overall student numbers permits a greater range of
courses to be offered at degree level (The Group of 8, 2011).

However, admitting large numbers of foreign students into accounting
undergraduate programs may be contributing to the widely held
perception that accounting is no longer an attractive career path for local
students (particularly males) and thereby decreasing the talent pool from
which to cultivate the next generation of public practitioners. As such,
investigating the motivations behind degree course selection and
extending the work already undertaken in this area (such as Jackling, 2007;
Jones & Abraham, 2007; Baxter & Kavanagh, 2008; Jackling, et al., 2010;
McMurtrie, 2010) may provide further insights into why accounting
degrees now appear to be less attractive to local students.
In addition, it is also conceivable that academics in university accounting
schools

are

discouraging

local

students

(either

deliberately

or

inadvertently) from pursuing public accounting careers because of the
habitual portrayal of the profession as being disadvantageous to women.
This negative representation may be further alienating male students
because they do not want to be part of a profession that seeks to install
female quotas for senior positions, under the guise of equalising gender
numbers rather than promotion based on performance and potential ‐ an
interesting, yet potentially controversial area for future study.

This

possibility then begs the question: Has the traditional boys' club mentality
been replaced with an equally unpalatable mothers' club attitude?, an
issue reported by Piterman (2008) in relation to Australian women
transitioning to senior management positions.

'From brown cardi to gold Gucci' (Parker, 1999)
In recent years, the professional accounting bodies have gone to great
lengths to promote careers in accounting as exciting, dynamic, rewarding,
and fulfilling173 in an effort to win over the younger generation and to
173

Through extensive use of electronic and print media campaigns.
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encourage more people to enter public practice. Advertising campaigns by
suppliers to the accounting industry have also reinforced this stance174.
However, it is possible that the overzealousness to promote the profession
as the career opportunity of a lifetime has only served to strengthen the
scepticism of the younger generation. Flooding the market with positive
images of public accounting also suggests that success comes quickly and
easily without much effort, and disguises the reality that all jobs involve
less glamorous duties or mundane tasks ‐ a point that did not go unnoticed
by the participants in this study. It is also possible that the old adage of 'if
it sounds too good to be true, then it probably is' continues to turn
talented,

street‐wise,

tech‐savvy

graduates

away

from

pursuing

professional accounting careers, again diminishing the talent pool.

In the preceding three subsections, the merit of national initiatives and
industry policies is questioned because of the potential adverse
consequences for smaller accounting firms.

Assuming that the public

accounting profession is an homogenous industry fails to appreciate the
unique characteristics typical of smaller accounting firms (see Figure 2.1 in
Chapter 2). In 2006, small and mid‐sized businesses contributed around
forty‐six per cent of Australia's gross domestic product (GDP) and, in 2007,
employed for approximately forty‐two per cent of Australian workers
(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2010). The small business sector (which
includes the bulk of accounting firms) is, thus, a significant and vital
component of the national economy, without which, the livelihood of
many Australians would be in jeopardy. Drawing the focus back to the
individual, the prevalence of power and bias in the way accountants
perceive fairness in their workplace is also a crucial factor to consider when
formulating policy and best‐practice strategies.

174

A thought‐provoking look at the advertising campaigns of service providers and
suppliers to the accounting industry is provided by Baldvinsdottir and his colleagues
(2009).
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The role of bias and power in perceptions of fairness
Degoey (2000) describes justice as being contagious and contends that as
matters arise and are debated, a convergence in the way of seeing occurs.
These public and private discussions act as signals to persuade other
people of the worthiness of a particular worldview and serve as a
mechanism to establish what constitutes organisational fairness. Fostering
fairness in the workplace as a core value has important implications for
policy and practice. For instance, the Researcher apprehended the unfair
episodes expressed by the participants as being power driven and/or
shaped by bias. As such, acknowledging how other people construe bias
and taking steps to avoid subtler forms of unfairness not specifically
captured by legislation may present other avenues for engaging staff and
promoting public practice as a worthwhile and fulfilling career choice.
Likewise, recognising how power is 'perpetuated, reinforced, and resisted'
(Bernard & Ryan, 2010, p. 240) from within and outside the organisation
may also provide alternative portals to promote public accounting as a
satisfying and rewarding career, stimulate greater commitment to the firm,
boost productivity, decrease turnover, and stem leakage from the
profession.

While not providing a prescription for change, the research presented in
this thesis, nevertheless, can assist principals and managers to make
positive moves in the way they manage their staff (and their own careers).
In addition, the firsthand accounts and resulting analysis opens up ways to
improve productivity and to ensure the long‐term survival of the smaller
country accounting firm by providing multiple avenues for improvement,
rather than a single, one‐size‐fits‐most answer.

6.3.3

Reflections relevant to the methodology of accounting research

What makes the current study particularly notable in illuminating
understandings of how fairness in the workplace is deciphered and
encountered by Australian accountants is the constructivist approach taken
to apprehending how these perceptions are formed. Over a decade ago,
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Ritson (2002) noted that constructivism was an 'unorthodox' (p. 2) vehicle
for studying accounting phenomena. While constructivism is now more
widely applied to mainstream accounting questions and has found
considerable favour with accounting historians, it is comparatively
underutilised as a research paradigm to address contemporary accounting
research issues (Highfield & Bisman, 2012). Consequently, the research
described in this thesis acts as an exemplar of how interpretivist
approaches can be used to investigate complex, subjective realities across
the discipline by describing and applying an approach that is 'closer to the
everyday situations of practice' (Young & Collin, 2004, p. 374) than the
more conventional research methodologies and methods that have
previously dominated mainstream accounting research.

A further key distinction of this study relevant to methodology is the way
the dataset was formed. In particular, how potential participants were
identified and contacted, as well as the breadth and depth of participant
opinions and experiences recorded. This research portfolio also showcases
how the extensive use of multiple electronic portals, coupled with
traditional approaches to data collection can generate an abundance of
high‐quality, fertile data. In taking an atypical approach to examining how
perceptions of fairness in the workplace are shaped and enlightened, this
research project also offers practical guidance to future researchers by
vigilantly documenting the research process and highlighting the
complications and obstacles faced by the Researcher, as well as trumpeting
her successes.

To this end, the following section describes the key

limitations and delimitations of this study.

6.4

Proceed with caution! Limitations of the research

As Jones and Kottler (2006) suggested, it is unlikely that anyone 'has ever
designed and completed the perfect study, either qualitative or
quantitative' (p. 142) and, likewise, the research presented in this thesis is
constrained by externally imposed limitations and the delimitations set by
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the Researcher. There is little to be gained in trying to 'protect one's tail'
by issuing a standard disclaimer or making wholesale qualifications about
the research presented.

Nonetheless, value can be added by

acknowledging some of the more pressing limitations and delimitations
embedded in this study, and by drawing attention to how some of these
aspects were addressed, mitigated, or overcome.

For instance, the

Researcher agrees there are drawbacks associated with using telephone
interviewing as the primary mode of data collection. However, where
possible, these limitations were converted into advantages and/or features
that set this project apart from the existing research corpus (see Table 3.3
in Section 3.4.2.6 of Chapter 3 for a summary of the advantages and
disadvantages of telephone interviewing specific to this research project).

It is also important to restate that as a constructivist study employing a
qualitative methodology, concepts such as validity, generalisability,
reliability, and objectivity, do not underlie the methodology. Instead, the
quality

criteria

of

credibility,

transferability,

dependability,

and

confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) were used to guide the Researcher
and to frame the research presented in this thesis. How these quality
criteria were integrated into this study is documented in Section 3.6 of
Chapter 3.

Early on in this research journey, the Researcher began to realise that
organisational justice is not a singular theory, but a suite of theories that
continues to evolve (Shapiro, 2001). However, for pragmatic and practical
reasons, the research portrayed in this document only addresses a small
subset of organisational justice thinking, theory, policy, and practice. As
such, a broader application of organisational justice theories to the data
collected may reveal additional lines of enquiry not reported in this thesis.
Further, the insights and reflections presented are primarily viewed from
the perspective of the individual, however, the data analysis does provide
some appreciation of the group dynamic, at both the intragroup and
intergroup levels (Li & Cropanzano, 2009).
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As reiterated throughout this research portfolio, the principal aim of this
study was to uncover how accountants perceive fairness in the workplace,
and to give voice to those accountants working in rural and regional
locales. As such, a key concern for future users of the findings and leads
developed in this study is the capacity to draw descriptive or inferential
conclusions in relation to non‐professional colleagues from comparable
small and mid‐sized firms or the larger accounting cohort. In addition, care
must be taken when applying these findings to similar professions and/or
to other geographies. Smaller accounting firms are not just mini versions
of their larger counterparts, and while there are obvious similarities, small
and mid‐sized firms, particularly in rural and regional Australia, exhibit
distinct features in terms of the breadth of services provided, client needs
and expectations, and the relationships these firms have with their local
communities (Baard & Watts, 2006, 2007; Alam & Nandan, 2010).

Thought must also be given to the prevailing economic conditions at the
time the study was undertaken, as changes in the economic climate may
alter perceptions of fairness in the workplace (although this is a common
omission from much of the previously published scholarly research into
organisational justice). In the current study, the GFC dominated local and
international media during the data collection period, and this precipitated
a slight shift in the employment outlook from an employees' market to an
employers' market, which has subsequently reversed. While the GFC was
perceived as having little direct negative impact for the participants in this
study, financial and economic distress was felt more severely in specific
employment sectors within Australia, such as the banking and mining
industries, as well as more generally in other countries.

Some of the initial boundaries set for this research project, such as only
interviewing accountants with 'small firm' experience in rural and regional
New South Wales, were later expanded to include country and city‐based
accountants across Australia (regardless of the size of the organisation they
worked in) and human resource professionals working in the accounting
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field. This broadening of the scope of the research project ultimately
proved invaluable and resulted in a number of participants responding that
might not otherwise have done so because of their work experience or
geographical location.

Notwithstanding this widened scope, the

conclusions presented in this thesis may not be representative of the
whole accounting profession given the relatively small size of the dataset
and the imbalance of representation between the Australian States and
Territories.

The decision to audio‐record each interview may have also made some
accountants feel too uncomfortable to volunteer. Likewise, as the research
documentation was only provided in English this, too, may have
discouraged some migrant accountants from participating, particularly if
they felt their English language ability was not strong. In hindsight, the
Researcher is aware that at least one accountant almost certainly declined
to be interviewed because of this constraint.

In addition, although the Researcher was guided by the principles of
theoretical and thematic saturation, her own endurance limit and how
much data could be processed, while ensuring the analysis was timely and
the reported findings and inferences remained relevant and useful,
affected how the dataset was determined.

While interviewer effect is an important consideration, in this study, using
the Researcher as the instrument provided unique benefits which included
'responsiveness', 'adaptability', and 'processual immediacy', enabling the
Researcher to respond to signals from, and the needs of, the participant
and the situation, whilst weaving this new knowledge into the
conversation.

In addition, an 'holistic emphasis', the concept of

'knowledge beyond the stated', and 'opportunities for clarification and
summarisation', allowed the Researcher to dig deeper into specific issues
that arose during the conversation without clouding the bigger picture
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(Caulley, 1994, pp. 5‐6; see also Highfield & Bisman, 2012, and Section
3.3.3 of Chapter 3).

As the Researcher was the sole interviewer and data analyst,
inconsistencies associated with different interview styles, theme emphasis,
and the way the discourse was analysed were diminished. However, it is
recognised that as the Researcher's confidence in her interviewing skill
grew, she was able to manage the tasks of actively listening, discretely
recording notes, and thinking in a more fluid and seamless manner. This
improvement in skill level undoubtedly resulted in more in‐depth probing
of topics that were articulated in later interviews and, therefore, enabled
the capture of potentially higher‐quality data, but this change in skill level
also possibly detracts from the overall dependability of the research
described in this thesis. Notwithstanding this quandary, in constructivist
research it is anticipated (and even expected) that analysis of the data from
prior interviews (and this includes improvements in interview and analysis
techniques) will inform subsequent data collection, which is a best‐practice
advocated by authoritative researchers such as Gibson and Brown (2009).

Another aspect to consider, and which is specific to the Researcher, is her
professional qualifications and previous public accounting exposure, in
addition to her familiarity with rural and regional communities within
Australia and her life experiences whilst living and working in Asia.
Although advantageous in establishing trust and rapport with each
participant, these qualities have also shaped the way the data has been
reported and the subsequent analysis. As such, another researcher may
report the data in a different form and develop an alternative way of
seeing because of their distinct skill set and life experiences.

While bringing together the experiences and opinions, the Researcher was
careful not to seed participants with a particular point of view. She also
cautioned herself against allowing her own beliefs to overrule those of her
participants. However, the Researcher openly admits that her personal
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perspective has had an effect on each step of the project and, therefore,
forms an integral part of the insights and reflections reported. At the root
of interpretivism is the recognition that research is value‐laden and that
the researcher must immerse himself or herself in the experiences of the
research participants. As such, any declaration of a neutral and impartial
stance is a fallacy and, in particular, the scientifically based objectivist view
of researcher neutrality (embodied within a positivist perspective) is
neither applicable nor appropriate for the purposes of this study.

Despite being a contemporary study into how accountants perceive
fairness in the workplace, many points of interest raised by the participants
have an historical foundation. Remembering what has gone before is a
'distinctly human subjective experience' (Rowlinson, et al., 2010, p. 69) and
recollections may become blurred with time (Berger & Luckmann, 1966).
The Researcher acknowledges that memory recall may have been inexact,
embellished, or sanitised, however, there was nothing to suggest to the
Researcher that this was happening during the conversations. The level of
respect and professionalism shared between the participants and the
Researcher also suggest that it is less likely that a participant has
intentionally misled or deceived her (Buchanan, et al., 1988)175.

Although not intended to be a delimitation of the study, the positive
mindset of the participants and that of the Researcher are obviously
important factors to consider when scrutinising the analysis of, and
observations made from, this dataset. From the outset, the Researcher
made it clear that she was equally interested in negative and positive
workplace fairness issues, with the goal of providing a balanced view while
giving voice to country practitioners. Even though the sample selection
strategies employed engaged with several accountants who had already
left the profession, using the content of forum posts as an invitation
175

Although this assertion appeals to the good in human nature, as with all behavioural
research care should be taken when applying the results as the research findings may not
be applicable to other populations regardless of the level of trust or rapport shown
(Windsor & Auyeung, 2006).
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filter176 may have inadvertently restricted the breadth of the sample.
Additionally, the decision to target contributors to the professional bodies'
discussion forums may have garnered participants who were more
gregarious while overshadowing the less outspoken members of the
profession. Nonetheless, in the planning stage, it was anticipated that the
project would attract more people who were disgruntled with the
profession, but this proved to be a pessimistic expectation that did not
eventuate. Consequently, although the research presented in this thesis
posits the profession as being 'pretty fair', it is likely that there will be some
strong opposition to this opinion.

Lastly, the insights and reflections presented this chapter are
contemporaneous and reflect current social norms, economic conditions,
and Australian workplace legislation at the time the conversations were
recorded. However, subsequent shifts in social conventions, professional
codes of conduct, general economic conditions, and/or workplace
legislation may significantly alter perceptions of fairness in the workplace
for Australian accountants.

6.5

The road ahead: Potential research opportunities

In addition to providing testimony of how Australian accountants perceive
fairness in the workplace, the insights and reflections from this study have
also uncovered potential new research opportunities.

The feminisation of the accounting profession, and the implications of this
change for workplace fairness perceptions, coupled with the decline in
male accounting graduates pursuing careers in public practice, are certainly
important avenues for further research, particularly in light of the chronic
skills shortage and the human resource related challenges faced by rural
and regional accounting firms.
176

In addition to the initial target population of accountants working in public practice in
rural and regional locales.
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Another potential line of enquiry stemming from gender equality
legislation is to investigate the merits behind the new family‐friendly
workplace policies, such as paid parental leave.

Factoring in difficult

pregnancies, uncertainty about starting a family, the large number of
females in the workforce, and the demise of the male career‐accountant
may translate to fewer skilled employees being available to work at peak
times. Some jobs are more generic than other jobs and people can easily
transfer between them. Others, like accountants in public practice where
relationship building with clients is crucial, adapt less well to workforce
interruptions and staccato relationships.

As such, future research

endeavours should be directed at investigating if access to parental leave
after only twelve months continuous service undermines Australia's ability
to compete in the global market, particularly for the accounting profession.

Longer‐term, a greater awareness of workplace fairness may be achieved
through undertaking a longitudinal study to document if and how
perceptions of fairness alter with the value of hindsight and time.

6.6

Looking in the rear‐view mirror

This research project has been an enlightening and rewarding endeavour,
despite the many hurdles faced and the length of time it has taken to
complete as a part‐time doctoral degree. While there were never any
thoughts of quitting, there were certainly quite dramatic ebbs and flows in
motivation, brain function, and focus on the task at hand, yet even the
smallest breakthrough kept the Researcher chained to her desk in search of
that great epiphany and the reward of academia's Holy Grail ‐ a PhD.

The following account is the Researcher's attempt to make sense of her
own subjective self (Peshkin, 1988) and articulates how this PhD candidate
has matured as a researcher by recognising and embracing these emotions,
as well as disclosing how the Researcher and her research topic have come
together. In addition to the personal and professional learning adventure,
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three key qualities shone through over the six years of this research
project.


A sense of privilege;



Embracing change; and



Seeing reality through the lives of others.

Throughout the research process, the Researcher has been greatly
humbled by the generosity of others. It is certainly a privilege and an
honour to have been invited into the professional lives of the participants
and a gift that can never be fully repaid. The Researcher is also eternally
grateful for the kindness shown to her by others in the wider academic
community and for their never‐ending encouragement, enthusiasm, and
support, as well as allowing her to draw on their wealth of experience.

Almost immediately after embarking on this journey, the Researcher was
hit by the need to embrace change ‐ openly and repeatedly! Even though
many research candidates begin a PhD with a specific topic in mind, it is
unlikely that their research plans will come to fruition without some
alteration or change taking place. This is also true of the current research
project. Although major changes within this project are documented as
part of the discussion of dependability presented in Section 3.6.3 of
Chapter 3, more subtle changes have also been mulled over by the
Researcher in her reflexive research journal.

As an accountant, the Researcher was largely trained to think in terms of
black and white, right and wrong, good and bad, and debits and credits,
however, such positivist approaches to interpreting the world can
undervalue the richness and diversity of the views that other people hold.
For the Researcher, reawakening how she made sense of the world prior to
inoculation by orthodox accounting ideology was an important part of her
personal learning journey.

This renewed awareness lies behind the

ontological and epistemological perspectives employed in interpreting the
narratives and is central to the subsequent presentation of the insights and
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reflections formed. Openly embracing change has also been a great stress
reliever and allowed the Researcher to channel her energies into more
productive tasks.

Leading on from embracing change is an awareness of, and empathy with,
how other people really view the world, and not just how the Researcher
thinks other people view the world. While there are many books on
culture shock and acculturation, there is no substitute for living the
experience. This is what the participants allowed the Researcher to do by
sharing their views, openly and candidly, during the informal conversations
that doubled as data collection interviews. These personal accounts also
helped the Researcher to reflect on her own career and brought to light
how many of her own work experiences echoed those of her participants.
For instance, during one conversation the participant realised that he
treated his female and male staff differently when it came to reviewing
work and this was something he had not recognised previously. Likewise,
when reflecting how she viewed males and females, the Researcher was
taken aback by her own display of bias. For example, when someone
described a male as being 'a little bit aggressive', the Researcher did not
think too much about it, but if the same person described a female as
being 'a little bit aggressive', she formed a much less favourable mental
image.

Another way empathy has been strengthened is through the many and
varied friendships and acquaintances the Researcher has made. Although
the Researcher is stereotypical of an educated middle‐class white female
Australian of British ancestry, she has lived in Asia for the past eight years.
Being embedded in a culture that is substantially different from her home
country has also helped the Researcher to develop greater empathy
towards migrant accountants and to cherish the manifold realities that
these participants shared.
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A more light‐hearted attempt at discovery of her subjective self (Peshkin,
1988) has resulted in the arbitrary assignment of cartoon characters to
portray the more practical attributes of the Researcher that came to light
during this research journey. While association with the various cartoon
characters was devised at the end‐stage of this project, the Researcher was
aware of their enduring qualities throughout the research process.

Appearing, in no particular order, are:


Bugs Bunny ‐ for his fearlessness, creativity, and because he is
always successful in his endeavours;



Huckleberry Hound ‐ because he is always well intentioned. In
addition, 'huckleberry' is also sometimes used to denote an
amateur, which appropriately describes the Researcher at the
beginning of this journey;



Mr Peabody ‐ for his dedication to academic rigour, and despite
his weakness for lame jokes about historical events, it is,
nonetheless, a novel way of getting his message across and
opening the audience's eyes to a new way of seeing;



Wile E Coyote ‐ for sheer persistence and his willingness to try
new things;



Rocky (of Rocky & Bullwinkle fame) ‐ for being the eternal optimist
and trumpeting ethical and moral standards (even if they are
extremely Westernised);



Secret Squirrel ‐ for his great detective work;



Snoopy ‐ for his talents at the typewriter and his literary prowess
in re‐telling a captivating story;



Pinky (from Pinky & the Brain) ‐ because of his polite way of
dealing with adversity and the less glamorous bits of life ‐ NARF!



Mutley (from Wacky Races) ‐ it would be wrong to hide the
Researcher's desire for a medal (Gimme, Gimme, Gimme!); and,
finally,



Ariel (from The Little Mermaid) ‐ ostensibly for her independence
and caring nature, but more importantly because she is the only
female in the otherwise all male cast (it's only fair!).

In employing creative licence and applying deliberate tunnel vision, it goes
without saying that there has been some force‐fitting by the Researcher,
and scant regard has been paid to those characteristics that do not apply.
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Has the Researcher changed because of this research project? Absolutely,
and perhaps in ways she is yet to fully comprehend. At this stage in the
research journey, the Researcher certainly feels she has grown personally
and professionally, and believes she is now better able to appreciate the
accounting psyche, particularly in relation to how fairness is perceived in
public accounting firms, and this new understanding has strengthened her
affinity with her accounting colleagues in rural and regional Australia.

To conclude the Researcher's reflections on a more serious note, sage
advice for future PhD candidates is:


Be extremely well organised, even if you are a right‐brain person;



Secure the guidance of the 'right supervisor for you' (this is
probably more important than topic selection);



Keep a reflexive research journal and remember to write in it
regularly, (even the most mundane and insignificant thoughts, as
well as the wacky ones may be useful later on); and



As with any job, there are 'shitty bits' and undertaking a PhD is no
exception.

Researcher Reflection: What was the hardest part of this research
journey? Waiting for the light to come on! Be persistent, the brain lights
up eventually, and then you're off and racing again!

Finally, do not be the 'boss from hell', make sure you reward yourself even
for small achievements, and always frame criticism constructively and
positively.

6.7

Are we there yet? The final word

Chapter 6 concludes the body of this qualitative research project177, but
signals just a short stop before the research expedition resumes. This
insightful journey, conducted and narrated through a constructivist lens,
highlights how bias and power, individually or collectively, act to form and
177

Chapter 7 contains additional information as appendices, and Chapter 8 acknowledges
the contribution of others (presented in the form of a traditional reference list).
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inform perceptions of fairness in the workplace for Australian accountants.
Additionally, this passage into the fairness zone has opened the
Researcher's eyes to the myriad of perceptions, expectations, evaluations,
and opinions held by professional accountants, particularly those practising
in rural and regional locales. Despite the fairness concerns raised in this
thesis, particularly in relation to power and bias, most participants felt that
the profession was 'pretty fair', which bodes well for the future success and
longevity of smaller rural public accounting firms.

Supplementing the critical insights and reflections presented in this thesis,
is the view that organisational justice is not a singular theory, but an
evolving suite of concepts and ideas (Shapiro, 2001). Presenting differing
viewpoints and perspectives challenges our perceptions of what fairness
means and how we, as employers, employees, colleagues, and clients can
promote and nurture fairness in the workplace for everyone.
Notwithstanding any potential shortcomings and areas for caution, the
research described in this thesis makes a significant and original
contribution to the organisational justice knowledge network by revealing
how existing theory falls short of fully representing the lived experiences of
the participants.

Although theoretically informed and grounded in existing knowledge, this
research also offers fresh approaches to human resource management that
can enhance best‐practice in public accounting firms. In addition, the
insights and reflections presented in this chapter further augment
professional practice and policy by questioning current theoretical
understandings and championing alternative ways of apprehending
fairness in the unique setting of public accounting firms, particularly those
firms located in rural and regional Australia.
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7

Supporting documentation (appendices)

7.1

Chapter 1 supporting documentation

7.1.1

Initial ethics approval 2009/152

During the life of the research project, the research title was rephrased
multiple times, however, the research design and the nature of the project
remained unchanged.

The final title, 'How do accountants perceive

fairness in the workplace? An Australian perspective', clearly and
concisely states what the Researcher investigated, and best reflects the
constructivist worldview embraced.
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7.1.2

Ethics approval 2009/152 extension

Documenting that ethics approval remains in force at the time of
submission of this thesis.
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7.1.3

Amendment to the final research project title
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7.1.4

Storage and data security

Both electronic and paper storage systems were utilised and kept in the
Researcher's home office. Electronic files were password protected and
physically located on media within the Researcher's office. No third‐party
storage facility was used. A grandfather‐father‐son backup system was
maintained for all electronic files and tested regularly.

All electronic communications and files were also protected by anti‐
intrusion software and Wi‐Fi protected access (WPA) network security.
Electronic transfer of files (for instance, returning the draft transcribed
interview to the participant via email) was only carried out if the
participant expressly agreed.

Immediately following each interview, the digital audio file was transferred
from the portable dictation device to the Researcher's laptop and tested
for sound quality.

Once the audio file had been transcribed, the

Researcher permanently and securely erased the original file from the
dictation device.

At the conclusion of five years following completion of this project, all
printed documents associated with the research will be shredded by, or in
the presence of, the Researcher and all electronic files including all backup
copies will be erased with secure file deleting software.
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7.2

Chapter 2 supporting documentation

7.2.1

Charting the route: The literature review

Far from being just a requirement of a PhD thesis, a well‐researched review
of the literature related to the research topic encourages objective and
critical thinking (Aveyard, 2007) by bringing together a vast body of
knowledge in a cohesive and logically constructed form. In the initial phase
of the literature review process, the primary objective was to establish a
wide‐ranging bank of material from which to compile a working literature
summary.

Initially, extensive searching178 across multiple electronic

databases was undertaken to identify appropriate published works
relevant to the research topic. Greater consideration was given to peer‐
reviewed publications and well‐established, respected sources. Each item
identified was then catalogued and critiqued.

A narrative approach was employed to review each item so that seminal
works could be identified, authoritative contributors distinguished,
repetition of ideas isolated, and gaps in the literature exposed.

The

reference list accompanying each item was also thoroughly examined to
identify other relevant works and publications. Searching through the
reference lists was particularly useful as it uncovered an array of themes
that the Researcher had not initially connected with organisational justice
and, therefore, further informed the literature review process. Other
avenues such as conference proceedings, workshop/seminar agendas, and
peer review feedback were also scrutinised for relevant material and
additional leads.

Although not ignored, the statistical summaries reported in the scholarly
works reviewed were not individually scrutinised, as only limited
information on each study was publicly available. The Researcher also
recognised that without access to the full datasets and the complete lists of

178

For instance, key word searches, various combinations of words and phrases,
authoritative authors, research paradigms and methods, and geographical and industry
foci.
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assumptions and adjustments made, even the most statistically astute
person would struggle to reproduce the numerical results reported in these
prior studies. As such, the statistical analysis contained in the prior studies
reviewed was accepted in good faith. Furthermore, since the current
research is embedded within a constructivist framework (see Chapter 3),
concepts, rationales, findings and conclusions emerging from the literature
were of more import within this context and paradigm, than were
statistical data and significance tests.

In addition to scholarly texts, government and industry reports, articles
from professional and business journals, webinars, newspapers, and other
journalistic commentary (text and audio), as well as the opinions posted to
professional forums and associated blogs, were considered and reviewed
with a cautious, but sympathetic eye. This open approach to assessing
texts and general discourse on the research issue emanating from outside
of the academic community was pivotal in identifying perceptions of
fairness in the workplace that the Researcher had not considered and/or
had previously ignored in her own accounting career. During the life of this
project, the Researcher also acquired a small but influential library of books
and other publications featuring traditional organisational justice research,
ethical theory, and research methodology, as well as general reference
material and historical works.

Together, these sources of information exposed the Researcher to a wealth
of ideas and differing views, and provided a critical assessment of the
subject matter, in addition to suggesting less orthodox ways of
investigating contemporary issues in accounting.

Following the initial

intense review of the literature, searching and reviewing strategies, similar
to those described above, were employed periodically throughout the
research project. This recurring process identified new material pertinent
to the research topic, and was utilised to extend and refine the review of
the literature; ultimately culminating in the content of Chapter 2 and
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providing the conceptual framework on which this research project was
built.

Taking a systematic approach to searching for and critiquing the literature
revealed multiple research avenues, provided a comprehensive (but not
exhaustive) picture of the research field, and identified research questions
that would otherwise be wholly or partially hidden if each piece of research
or information was reviewed in isolation (Aveyard, 2007). In addition to
identifying key research questions not fully addressed by prior research,
taking a systematic approach to reviewing the corpus of organisational
justice literature assisted the Researcher to better appreciate the multiple
realities connected to fairness in the workplace across a wide range of
geographies and industry types.
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7.3

Chapter 3 supporting documentation

7.3.1

Conversing with the Researcher

During analysis of the pilot study data, the Researcher became aware that
although she cautioned herself against seeding her participants with a
particular point of view she, nonetheless, used her own public practice and
rural experiences as a reference point.

As such, she felt that it was

important to document formally how she, as an accountant who had
grown up in rural Australia, perceived fairness in the workplace.

In December 2009, the Researcher recorded her recollections of public
practice as a topical autobiographical narrative (Harrison & Lyon, 1993;
Haynes, 2006; Berg, 2007) using standard word processing software. This
form of biography compelled the Researcher to critically examine aspects
of her life (i.e., my life as an accountant working in public practice) and
record how these life experiences connected to the research that she was
undertaking (Schwandt, 2007; Riessman, 2008). This process of reflexivity
allowed the Researcher to picture '[her]self in the data' (Weick, 2002, p.
894), and although the inclusion of the Researcher's reflections in the
current study is a source of personal bias, recognising herself as an integral
part of the research project is a key feature of constructivist enquiry
(Angen, 2000; Haynes, 2006; Dambrin & Lambert, 2012). In addition, the
use of autobiographic reflection is a well‐documented approach to data
collection within qualitative research circles (refer to Peshkin, 1988;
Harrison & Lyon, 1993; Hammond & Sikka, 1996; Emery, Hooks, & Stewart,
2002; Young & Collin, 2004; Haynes, 2006; Lapadat, 2009; Haynes, 2010;
Weiss & Rupp, 2011; and Dambrin & Lambert, 2012).

The typed narrative produced through autobiographical reflection focused
on why the Researcher moved from commerce to public practice, her
overall impression of the accounting firm where she was employed (and
how it changed over time), specific fairness issues that arose, and why she
left public practice to return to commerce before completing her
professional year.
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Late in 2010, and using the basic interview guide as a template, the
Researcher reconfigured her original narrative in line with the interview
questions posed and included additional material that she had not
previously recorded. Through looking inward, then outward, and then
inward again, the value of capturing the topical autobiographic reflections
of the Researcher to this study was three‐fold:

i.

This reflective process allowed the Researcher to connect more
closely with her participants by identifying points of similarity in
the experiences they shared;

ii.

The inclusion of the Researcher's topical autobiographical
narrative offers a different voice and another way of seeing the
research topic and supports the ontological and epistemological
assumptions that underlie this research study; and

iii.

This reflexive process made the Researcher critically examine her
time in public practice and to document the good times and the
not so good times that she had. While nearly twenty years had
passed by the time she formally documented her recollections,
her memories were still vivid. Despite a life in public practice not
being part of her early career vision, the opportunities afforded
and the experience gained inspired the professional career that
she has since enjoyed, culminating in this piece of constructivist
research.
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7.3.2

Interview guide ‐ general

Introduction
Thank the participant for volunteering their time and check to make sure
that it is convenient to interview them now.
May I record this interview?
Before we start the interview, do you have any questions that you would
like to ask me?
I would like to begin the interview by asking you to share your experiences
of fairness in the workplace.
When you look back over your career, have you ever felt unfairly treated or
witnessed any instances of unfairness?
Looking back on your career, can you think of an instance where someone
might have been treated too fairly?
About the Interviewee
Have you always lived in Australia? (If not, ask questions about culture)
Have you always worked in a rural or regional area?
What do you think drew you to public practice?
What has kept you in public practice in a rural location rather than moving
to the city?
How would you describe your career at the moment?
Culture
You mentioned that you lived/worked overseas.
What other countries have you lived/worked in?
How influential is [insert Country] culture in your business / personal life?
What aspects of [insert Country] culture do you embrace the most?
Do you think that influence is diminishing the longer you live in Australia?
Is there any aspect of Australian culture that does not fit well with your
values and beliefs?
How difficult was it for you to settle in a rural/regional part of Australia?
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Interview guide ‐ general (cont.)
Rural/Regional Practice
With respect to fairness, do you think certain factors are more relevant to
public practices in rural and regional areas than public practices in the city?
Do you see any differences between country firms and city firms,
particularly in terms of community involvement or expectations?
Do you think there is a downside to being a country accountant in terms of
community expectations or pressure?
Is there anything else you have found as a rural practitioner that is
challenging?
Can you think of any other instances within public practice that really irk
you?
Is there anything else you would like to add about being a country
accountant?
Other topics – Continuing professional development, timesheets, travel,
Fairwork Act.
Individual Differences
Do you think some people are more accepting of unfair treatment in the
workplace than others are?
Over the years, the gender mix in the accounting profession has been
changing. Although more females are now in the profession, do you think
accounting is still male dominated?
Do you think there is a difference in the way males and females deal with
fairness issues?
Do you think a person's view of fairness changes as they mature in their
career?
Do you think some people are prepared to accept a range of outcomes as
fair, but outside that range becomes a breaking point?
How do you personally judge if an issue is fair or unfair?
Graduates, Trainees, and Employees
Do you see many trainees or new graduates coming into your firm?
Do you think some new graduates who complete their degree full‐time
may have expectations beyond their ability when they first graduate?
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Interview guide ‐ general (cont.)
In your opinion, if an employee had a major issue at work how difficult
would it be for that employee to change employer in a rural or regional
area?
Do you see many people from other cultures or linguistically diverse
backgrounds applying for work in the country?
The issue of a skills shortage in the accounting profession is regularly
touted in the press. What is your opinion of the skills shortage? Do you or
don't you think the problem has been resolved?
Do you think the mentoring programs of CPA and CA force younger people
to stay longer with a firm, even if they are not happy, just so they can meet
the mentoring requirements?
Global Financial Crisis
Recently we went through the global financial crisis, which was a serious
glitch for most countries. Did you find that the GFC affected you or the
people that you know in terms of job losses and forced retrenchments?
Wrapping Up
What do you think fairness in the workplace should be?
Is there anything else you can think of relating to fairness in the workplace
that you have witnessed?
If not already known or disclosed during the interview, don't forget to ask
about professional accounting body affiliation and other demographics
such as age.
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7.3.3

Interview guide ‐ human resource managers

Introduction
Thank the participant for volunteering their time and check to make sure
that it is convenient to interview them now.
May I record this interview?
Before we start the interview, do you have any questions that you would
like to ask me?
Looking back on your career, have you ever witnessed any instances of
unfairness?
Looking back on your career, can you think of any instances where
someone might have been treated too fairly?
Graduates, Cadets, and Employees
I understand [insert practice name] recruits cadets and new graduates for
your training program. Do you receive many applications from people with
culturally diverse backgrounds?
What are some of the qualities that you look for in a trainee?
How important is it for trainees to come from the surrounding region, or to
have at least lived in a rural/regional area when recruiting for your offices
outside of the metro areas?
Do you think the mentoring programs of CPA and CA force people to stay
longer with a firm, even if they are not happy, just so they can meet the
mentoring requirements?
The issue of a skills shortage in the accounting profession is regularly
touted in the press. Is the skills shortage a real issue for firms in your area?
Staff turnover can be a financial burden for the firm. What strategies do
you recommend to retain professional staff?
If an employee had a major issue at work, how difficult would it be for that
employee to change employer in your area?
Many accounting firms are changing, particularly in the way the partners
interact with their staff and how they manage their firm. What prompted
your partners to establish a dedicated HR department?
Does your firm utilise timesheets, and how are these perceived by the
staff?
As an HR professional in a rural/regional accounting firm, have you found
any issues particularly challenging?
315

Interview guide ‐ human resource managers (cont.)
How do you balance HR best‐practice with the commercial realities of
running a successful accounting firm?
Rural/Regional Practice
With respect to fairness, in your opinion what factors are more relevant to
public practices in rural and regional areas than public practices in the city?
What differences do you see between country firms and city firms in terms
of community involvement or expectations?
If you were to ask any of the partners of your firm, what would they say
about being a country accountant?
Individual Differences
Do you think some people are more accepting of unfair treatment in the
workplace than others are?
What is your opinion of how males and females deal with fairness issues?
Over the years, the gender mix in the accounting profession has been
changing. Although more females are now in the profession, do you think
accounting is still male dominated?
Do you think the profession should encourage more females to become
partners and, if so, what can be done to achieve this?
Do you think a person's view of fairness changes as they mature in their
career? For instance,



Work/life focus changes
Status changes: undergraduate –> graduate –> manager –>
partner

Individuals differ in the way they react to unfairness. Are unfair events
likely to be cumulative or is there usually a 'trigger' that makes the
situation instantly unfair?
Global Financial Crisis
Recently, we went through the global financial crisis, which was a serious
glitch for most countries. Did you find that the GFC affected you or the
people that you know in terms of job losses and forced retrenchments?
What measures, if any, did your firm implement to manage the impact of
the GFC?
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Interview guide ‐ human resource managers (cont.)
Wrapping Up
What do you think fairness in the workplace should be?
Is there anything else that you can think of relating to fairness in the
workplace that you would like to add?
(If not already known or disclosed during the interview, don't forget to
collect relevant demographics such as age.)
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7.3.4

318

www.fairnesszone.com (without background graphics)
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7.3.5

Behind the figures – IPA Newsletter April 2010
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7.3.6

Business name card

Current as at June 2010.

7.3.7

Paid advertisement to attract participants

This advertisement appeared on page 73 in the October 2010 edition of
CPA Australia Ltd's professional magazine, InTheBlack. Although a useful
exercise, this costly approach to reaching out to participants was
unsuccessful (i.e., no person contacted the Researcher direct to volunteer
after seeing this advertisement).
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7.3.8

Personalised invitations

Version 1 ‐ Invitations sent to rural and regional practitioners via their
personal work email address.

Re: How do accountants in rural and regional NSW perceive fairness in
the workplace?
My name is Charmayne Highfield and I am a student at Charles Sturt
University working towards a Doctor of Philosophy (PhD). I would like to
interview accountants (employees, principals, or contractors) about their
experiences of fairness in the workplace. These experiences can be of
unfair treatment or preferential treatment you may have received or
witnessed others receiving or you might just want to discuss the topic in
general.
I would be grateful if you would share your experiences and opinion of
fairness in the workplace during a telephone interview at a time
convenient to you. With your consent, I would like to digitally record
(audio component only) the interview for subsequent transcription and
analysis. You will have an opportunity to verify the transcribed interview
record while the research is in draft format, and to request changes and/or
amendments. Any information or personal details gathered in the course
of my research about you or the parties you mention during our discussion
will be held in the strictest confidence and neither your name nor any
other identifying information will be used or published in any form
whatsoever.
Attached is a participant information pack for your consideration. Please
contact me via email at chighfield@csu.edu.au, or on my mobile 0412 259
903 if you have any questions or require any further information. You can
also visit my website: www.fairnesszone.com.
Your participation in this project may qualify for credit towards your
professional development and training commitment as a CPD/CPE activity.
Thanking you in advance for your participation. Please feel free to pass on
my details to anyone else who may be interested in participating.
Kind regards,

Charmayne
Ms Charmayne Highfield
FCPA(Aus&Sing) PNA
PhD Student‐Charles Sturt University
Email: chighfield@csu.edu.au
Web: http://www.fairnesszone.com

 Please consider the environment before printing this email.
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Personalised invitations (cont.)
Version 2 – For invitations sent to rural and regional practitioners via
Australia Post, the following additional line was inserted: …'as well as a
stamped addressed envelope to facilitate the return of your Consent
Form'.

Version 3 ‐ Where a potential participant was identified in light of the
content of their post to an online forum, an alternate introductory
paragraph was inserted. The introductory paragraph was personalised to
reflect the information the person had posted. For instance:
I read your reply to a post on the CPA recruitment forum
about the challenges you faced when looking for a job
(Month, Year of the post). I hope you are still enjoying your
work as an accountant in Australia.
or
I read your reply post on the CPA recruitment forum about
making the switch from government to public practice
(Month, Year of the post). I hope you are still enjoying
public practice.
or
I read your reply post on the CPA recruitment forum about
leaving your job in public practice (Month, Year of the post),
primarily because of your bosses.
The following paragraph (or a similar version) was also included in the
emails sent to forum contributors to indicate that although the research
project focused (initially) on public practitioners in rural and regional
locales, I also wanted to engage with accountants from all walks of life to
learn more about the fairness issues most important to them.

For

instance:
Although my research focuses on rural and regional
practitioners in New South Wales, I am also interested in
learning about the experiences and challenges faced by
accountants from culturally diverse backgrounds, regardless
of their geographical location.
or
Although my research focuses on rural and regional
practitioners in New South Wales, I am also interested in
learning about the experiences and challenges faced by
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accountants who move out of public practice, regardless of
their geographical location.
or
Although my research focuses on rural and regional
practitioners in New South Wales, I am also interested in
learning about the experiences and challenges faced by
accountants working in smaller firms, regardless of their
geographical location.
Although these individuals may not have met the initial research
participant criteria, this approach to making contact was particularly
beneficial in securing volunteers in the first instance, and then additional
volunteers through personal referrals and word of mouth.

These

participants also added to the breadth and depth of the research
presented in this thesis by sharing differing views on fairness issues that
may

have

otherwise

remained

undiscovered

demographic of the initial target population.
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7.3.9

Participant information pack

7.3.9.1 Two‐page summary of the research
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Page 2
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7.3.9.2 Draft letter of consent
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7.3.9.3 Sample CPD/CPE form
A template and instruction guide to assist with recording continuing
professional development activities was also included in the participant's
information pack.
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7.3.9.4 Blank CPD/CPE form
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