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Are Expectations 
Realistic?

Job Expectations of Entrants Into 
The Accounting Profession

By Robert G. Morgan 
Wayne G. Bremser 
and Charissa Chou

Employee turnover and job dis
satisfaction are areas of immense 
concern to employers of account
ants. Although these concerns per
tain to all employees, they are mag
nified when dealing with new 
entrants into the accounting profes
sion. Many times, extensive training 
time and cost are expended, only to 
be lost to the firm when the employee 
leaves. Turnover within the profes
sion can be accepted in a symbiotic 
sense as each firm can benefit by ac
quiring staff trained elsewhere. 
However, when members of the pro
fessional staff leave public account
ing, the training benefits are lost to 
both the firm and sometimes to the 
profession.

The public accounting firms often 
view the initial employment period 
as a practical extension of an 
employee’s academic experience. 
However, the initial employment 
period should be utilized not only as 
a training period, but to reinforce the 
positive aspects of the profession 
and correct erroneous negative at
titudes.

While a substantial body of 
research exists which focuses on 
employee job satisfaction, little has 
been done to explore and document 
the differences in attitudes between 
males and females who are new pro

fessional entrants. This study repre
sents an attempt to bridge the void 
by examining the differences in anti
cipated job satisfaction and the re
lated ramifications to the employer. 
Both employers and educators 
should reassess their part in foster
ing entrants’ attitudes and expecta
tions especially those of their female 
students and employees.
Job Satisfaction

One approach to the study of 
employee job satisfaction is based 
on Maslow’s theory.1 The theory 
identifies and defines specific needs 
that are relevant to all persons. 
Since goals arise from an in
dividual’s physical and psychologi
cal needs, the fulfillment of these 
needs is important in a person’s job 
satisfaction. At any given time an 
employee’s behavior may be 
directed by many goals, each with 
differing degrees of influence. When 
an individual’s basic needs are not 
satisfied, it can be expected that the 
employee’s job performance will be 
seriously impaired. Ultimately this 
might result in the employee leaving 
the organization. It is therefore criti
cal that employers be able to identify 
the needs of their employees.

Maslow’s model depicts a 
hierarchy of human needs with five 
distinct levels — physiological, 

safety, social, esteem and self-ac
tualization. Maslow regards these 
five sets of needs as existing in a 
definite hierarchy, but not in an all- 
or-nothing relationship to one 
another. He contends that most in
dividuals exhibit a decreasing level 
of satisfaction as a higher level need 
replaces a lower order need. For ex
ample, a typical accountant’s level 
of need satisfaction might be 
physiological, 90 percent satisfied; 
safety 80 percent; social, 45 percent; 
esteem, 25 percent; and self-ac
tualization, 5 percent. While the in
dividual’s lower order needs may be 
reasonably well-satisfied, the higher 
order needs are not as well satisfied. 
Thus, an individual experiences a 
decreasing percentage or satisfac
tion as a lower level need is replaced 
in predominance by higher level 
need.

In 1961, Lyman W. Porter Under
took a series of studies to investigate 
manager’s perceptions of the psy
chological characteristics of their 
positions. The Porter studies con
centrated on the relationships be
tween job level, type of work, total 
organizational size, and line and 
staff positions on the one hand, and 
needs satisfaction as reported in 
questionnaire responses on the 
other.

Other researchers have employed 
the Porter technique to study the job 
satisfaction of union leaders, 
government managers, domestic 
and overseas managers, bankers, 
certified public accountants, and 
academic accountants.

One common conclusion reached 
in all the studies was that the degree 
of job satisfaction improves as one 
moves up the organizational 
hierarchy. Also, the areas of greatest 
dissatisfaction center on the oppor
tunities to fulfill the autonomy and 
the self-actualization need catego
ries.

Differences in need 
satisfaction and their relative 
importance were discovered

The Woman CPA, October, 1980/13



The findings reported in the 
studies cited above relate to in
dividuals currently holding a profes
sional position. However, prior job 
expectations are also important. A 
substantial body of psychological 
thought supports the assertion that 
rote expectations can definitely in
fluence future behavior. When 
prospective entrants into a profes
sion expect to find satisfaction in 
their jobs, a continuing successful 
relationship may be easier to attain 
than when such satisfaction is not 
anticipated.
Methodology

A slightly modified form of the 
Porter job satisfaction questionnaire 
was used in this study. The question
naire was administered to Drexel 
University and Villanova University 
graduating accounting seniors to 
analyze expectations concerning 
their future jobs.

Participants in the study were pro
vided the following instructions:

On the following pages several 
characteristics or qualities con
nected with your forthcoming 
position are listed. It is realized 
that your evaluations will be ex
pectations concerning your future 
job. Please give three ratings for 
each characteristic, using the 7- 
point scale illustrated below:

a. How much of the characteristic is 
there now connected with your posi
tion?

b. How much of the characteristic do 
you think should be connected with 
your position?

c. How important is this characteristic to 
you?

For each item the respondents 
were instructed to circle a number 
on the rating scale that corres
ponded to their expectations. The 
numbers on the rating scale ranged 
from one to seven with the low num
bers representing lesser amounts 
and higher numbers representing 
greater amounts.

A perceived need deficiency was 
calculated for each of the thirteen 
need items by subtracting Part a of 
an item from Part b of the same item. 
For example, a respondent might 
have completed the Security need 
question as follows:

The feeling of security in my 
prospective position.
a. How much is there now?

(Min.) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 (Max.)
b. How much should there be?

(Min.) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 (Max.)
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The respondent has circled “3" in 
answer to part a and "6” in response 
to part b. This response results in a 
need deficiency score of “3”. The 
assumption is made that when part a 
is subtracted from part b, a large 
difference indicates a high degree of 
dissatisfaction while a smaller 
difference indicates a greater 
degree of satisfaction. Individual 
scores for males and females were 
averaged separately for each need 
item so that a group comparison 
could be made for each item.
Sampling Procedures

The questionnaire was randomly 
distributed to a sample of 265 senior 
accounting majors at Drexel Univer
sity and Villanova University. Usea
ble responses were received from 
192 males and 57 females for a total 
of 249. Of these, 109 males and 26 
females had accepted jobs, which is 
57% and 45.6% respectively.
Findings

Table 1 presents the score for 
average need satisfaction by sex. 
The data in this table was based on 
the average difference between Part 
b, how much should there be, and 
Part a, how much is there. The larger 
the difference the greater the need 
deficiency. In past studies2 the high
er order needs have consistently 

Table 1
Average Need Satisfaction Scores by Sex1

Need 
Categories

Need2 
Satisfaction

Level of3 
Significance

M F Combined

Security .679 .769 .696 ns

Social .390 .615 .433 ns

Esteem .361 .423 .373 ns

Autonomy .661 .872 .701 ns

Self-Actualization .676 1.038 .746 .01

1There were 109 males and 26 females with jobs.
2The lower the score the higher the reported need is satisfied.
3The Mann-Whitney U test for nonparametrics utilizes median values not mean 
values. Mean values are reported here for comparisons. Only levels of signifi
cance of .05 or below are shown. The notation “ns” indicates that the difference 
was not significant at the .05 level of confidence.

shown the greatest need deficien
cies while the lower order needs 
have shown the least deficiency. 
These results have been consistent 
for students who have accepted a 
job, entry level management, middle 
management, and college profes
sors of all ranks.

The results displayed in Table 1 
for the combined group rank the 
highest order need deficiency as 
self-actualization, with autonomy 
second. However, here the consis
tency with other studies stops. This 
sample group as a whole ranked 
security third, social fourth, and 
esteem as the least deficient. It is in
teresting to note that the females’ 
ranking was consistent with the 
group ranking. However, males 
ranked security as the most deficient 
need while ranking the rest in the 
same consistent manner as the 
group had done.

Why has security become such a 
deficient need? One plausible 
answer is that the breakdown in tra
ditional social units like the family 
and the universal weakening of the 
authority structures have prevented 
the students of today from develop
ing the feeling of security that comes 
from a highly structured and orderly 
society that existed a decade or so 
ago.



A second reason might be that the 
job market is not as good for college 
graduates today as it was in years 
past, and the competition for jobs is 
greater. This might cause the entrant 
into the profession to feel insecure in 
the new job.

With respect to the differences be
tween males and females, the self
actualization need category dis
played a statistically significant 
difference at the .01 level when the 
Mann-Whitney U test was used. 
When the individual question results 
are investigated (see Table 2) for the 
self-actualization needs, a 
statistically significant difference is 
found between males and females 
on the questions of feeling of self
fulfillment and feeling of accom
plishment. In both cases the females 
have a larger need deficiency. Why 
should females find their highest 
order needs deficient? To answer 
the question, the areas of need defi
ciency must be viewed as a whole. 
The questions that yielded signifi
cant differences dealt with oppor
tunity for independent thought and 
action, feeling of self-fulfillment, and 
accomplishment. To obtain an ex
planation for this we interviewed 
some of the females. From these in
terviews it became apparent that 
females view accounting as a male 
dominated profession. They feel 
that their lower order needs can be 
satisfied. However, they (1) per
ceived difficulty in gaining equal ac
ceptance in the profession, (2) 
feared that needs of autonomy and 
self-actualization would not be 
totally fulfilled for them (collectively, 
not individually) by a career in ac
counting, and (3) their needs collec
tively would not be fulfilled by a 
career in accounting because 
society has not trained women to ag
gressively seek fulfillment of the 
higher order needs.

Table 3 presents the average im
portance of needs scores by sex. The 
data in this table is the average of 
part c, “how important is this to me.” 
The larger the score, the greater the 
importance attached to the need. 
The rank order of the importance 
factors from most to least was self
actualization, security, social, 
esteem and autonomy. The ranking 
was consistent for males and 
females; however, there was a 
statistically significant difference 
between the two groups in the

Table 2
Average Need Satisfaction Score by Question1

Need Satisfaction2

Male Female
Level of 

Significance3

I. Security
a. Security in Position .679 .769 ns

II. Social Needs
a. Opportunity to help people .486 .654 ns
b. Opportunity for friendship .294 .577 ns

III. Esteem Needs
a. Feeling of self-esteem .367 .462 ns
b. Prestige within the firm .606 .731 ns
c. Prestige outside the firm .110 .077 ns

IV. Autonomy Needs
a. Opportunity for independent 

thought and action .761 1.115 .04
b. Authority in position .560 .731 ns
c. Opportunity to participate in 

goal setting .661 .769 ns

V. Self-Actualization Needs
a. Opportunity for growth and 

development .477 .654 ns
b. Feeling of self-fulfillment .844 1.269 .02
c. Feeling of accomplishment .706 1.192 .01

1There were 109 males and 26 females with jobs.
2The lower the score the higher the reported need is satisfied.
3The Mann-Whitney U test for nonparametrics utilizes median values not mean 
values. Mean values are reported here for comparisons. Only levels of signifi
cance of .05 or below are shown. The notatation “ns” indicates that the 
difference was not significant at the .05 level of confidence.

Table 3
Average Importance of Needs Scores by Sex1

Need
Categories

Male

Importance2

Female Combined

Level of
Significance3

Security 5.521 5.982 5.627 .01

Social 5.383 5.474 5.404 ns

Esteem 5.260 5.456 5.305 .04

Autonomy 5.193 5.158 5.185 ns

Self-Actualization 5.929 6.088 5.965 ns

1There were 192 males and 57 females.
2There was no difference in importance of needs between these who had ac
cepted jobs and those who did not have jobs.

3The Mann-Whitney U test for nonparametrics utilizes median values not mean 
values. Mean values are reported here for comparisons. Only levels of signifi
cance of .05 or below are shown. The notation "ns” indicates that the 
differences in importance were not significant at .05 level of confidence.
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categories of security and esteem, 
with the females placing a greater 
importance on these needs than did 
the males. When the results are in
terpreted in relation to the total en
vironment and the traditional roles 
played within society, the results 
should not be surprising. In society 
the traditional role of the male has 
been outside the home. He has been 
expected to earn the living for the 
family. In contrast, the traditional 
role of the female has been in the 
home or as a second wage earner. 
When the female enters the account
ing profession as a career person, 
she is leaving the traditional role, at 
least temporarily. In doing so she 
loses some of the security that is 
available in the traditional role. Ad
ditionally, it seems reasonable, that 
a female who breaks the traditional 
mold would find that a feeling of self- 
esteem, a feeling of accomplish
ment, and prestige outside the firm to 
be more important than would a 
male who is following a traditional 
role (see Table 4). This is precisely 
what the study found.
Implications of the Findings

Thus far the results of this study 
have been compared with the results 
of previous studies. An attempt has 
been made to explain why the 
differences between male and 
female students exists. Now con
sider what these results mean to ac
counting educators. Do accounting 
educators have any effect on the per
ceptions or attitudes of students? To 
varying degrees educators have in
fluenced the expectations of what 
lies ahead for the student in the busi
ness world. Obviously there are 
many factors or forces that influence 
these expectations. First, look again 
at the deficiencies which are dis
played in Table 1 and 2. The lowest 
deficiency was esteem. Perhaps the 
reason for this is that most of the stu
dents have jobs with large or 
medium size public accounting 
firms, and faculty members have 
talked about the desirability of these 
jobs. On the other hand, the largest 
deficiencies were in the categories 
of security, autonomy, and self-ac
tualization. Possibly the deficiencies 
were high in these areas because 
the students have been made aware 
of the difficulties of the first few years 
in public accounting. Perhaps they 
are aware that the vast majority will 
not be with CPA firms in five years.

Table 4
Average Importance Score by Question1

Level of 
Importance2 Significance3

I. Security
a. Security in position

Male

5.521

Female

5.982 .01

II. Social Needs
a. Opportunity to help people 5.203 5.380 ns
b. Opportunity for friendship 5.553 5.561 ns

III. Esteem Needs
a. Feeling of self-esteem 5.474 5.860 .04
b. Prestige within the firm 5.271 5.228 ns
c. Prestige outside the firm 5.036 5.281 .02

IV. Autonomy Needs
a. Opportunity for independent 

thought and action 5.604 5.737 ns
b. Authority in position 4.901 4.895 ns
c. Opportunity to participate 

goal setting 5.073 4.842 ns

V. Self-Actualization Need
a. Opportunity for growth and 

development 6.234 6.175 ns
b. Feeling of self-fulfillment 5.734 5.912 ns
c. Feeling of accomplishment 5.818 6.175 .03

1There were 192 males and 57 females.
2There was no difference in importance of needs between those who had ac
cepted jobs and those who did not have jobs.

3The Mann-Whitney U test for nonparametrics utilizes median values not mean 
values. Mean values are reported here for comparisons. Only levels of signifi
cance of .05 or below are shown. The notation “ns” indicates that the 
differences in importance were not significant at the .05 level of confidence.

Educators have apparently been 
successful in communicating the 
realities of entrant positions to their 
students. This should be balanced 
with information concerning the op
portunities which do exist as an ac
countant progresses professionally.

Tables 3 and 4 show that the 
greatest importance is attached to 
self-actualization and security. 
While the self-actualization results 
are not surprising, the security 
results are. The question accounting 
educators might ask is, “How can 
accounting curricula be structured 
to give the student a feeling of 
security?” For example, maybe ac
counting curricula should empha
size practical application rather than 
dwelling on theoretical matters. 
Thus, the students would learn the 
skills that they in fact will need upon 
leaving college. By convincing the 

students that they have learned the 
needed skills, they will obtain some 
confidence and this is important for 
a sense of security. Since many of 
the students are going into auditing, 
possibly we should give them an op
portunity to learn auditing pro
cedures in depth.

The components of the self-ac
tualization need in Table 4 are “op
portunity for growth and develop
ment,” “feeling of self-fulfillment,” 
and “feeling of accomplishment.” 
The study indicates that some stu
dents do not feel that there are great 
opportunities in the profession of ac
counting to fulfill these needs. 
Educators, who perhaps chose to be 
educators rather than practitioners 
because of these same perceptions, 
may foster these attitudes in stu
dents. However, educators must 
keep in mind that these needs are of 
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great importance to the students. 
They should be ready for questions 
from students on these matters and 
be objective in their answers. Educa
tors should emphasize that as an ac
countant moves up in the profession, 
opportunities for growth and 
development do exist in accounting. 
Although only two possible implica
tions of the results have been ex
plored with respect to security and 
self-actualization needs, many more 
exist. Educators should consciously 
consider them in designing account
ing curricula and in relating to stu
dents.

These findings also have impor
tant implications for the accounting 
firm’s recruiting and initiation prac
tices. Sufficient attention must be 
directed to the prospective 
employee’s probable need deficien
cies. Additionally, the firm must un
derstand the probable differences 
for the female entrant. These efforts 
must continue through the initiation 
period, because this initial work ex
perience determines, to a large 
degree, whether a person will find a 
career in accounting a satisfying 
career or whether s/he will find alter
native employment.

Conclusions
Differences in need satisfaction 

and their relative importance to 
males and females were discovered 
in this study. The higher self-ac
tualization deficiency for females 
was the most significant. The male 
dominated profession of accounting 
offers the female entrant some 
challenging problems. The female is 
faced with a change in traditional 
roles and, more important, must deal 
with the tradition views of her co
workers and their spouses. She is 
faced not only with the challenge of 
the job, but also with the frustration 
of becoming an accepted member of 
the work team. The most surprising 
result was the high level of need defi
ciency attached to security. One 
possible explanation could be the 
change in the basic structures of 
society such as the family, church 
and school. Another could be the 
awareness that there is a lot of pres
sure in accounting jobs, and only a 
few make it to the partner level in 
public accounting.

Accounting educators must con
sider the attitudes and needs of 
students, especially the self-ac

tualization needs, in designing cur
ricula and relating to students. By 
being more sensitive to their needs 
they can be better educators.

The employers of these new ac
countants must be aware of the at
titudes and needs of the new 
employees so that the initial work ex
perience will fulfill these needs with 
the end result being happier 
employees and less employee 
turnover.Ω
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Appendix A

I. Security Need
1. The feeling of security in my prospective position.

II. Social Needs
1. The opportunity, in my prospective position, to give assistance to other 

people.
2. The opportunity to develop close associations in my prospective posi

tion.

III. Esteem Needs
1. The feeling of self-esteem obtained from my prospective position.
2. The prestige of my prospective position within the company (that is, the 

regard received from others in the firm).
3. The prestige of my prospective position outside the firm (that is, the 

regard received from others not in the firm).

IV. Autonomy Needs
1. The opportunity for independent thought and action in my prospective 

position.
2. The authority connected with my prospective position.
3. The opportunity, in my prospective position, for participating in the set

ting of goals.

V. Self-Actualization Needs
1. The opportunity for personal growth and development in my prospec

tive position.
2. The feeling of self-fullment obtained from my prospective position (that 

is, the feeling of being able to use one’s own unique capabilities, realiz
ing one’s potentialties, etc.).

3. The feeling of worthwhile accomplishment in my prospective position.
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