
  
Abstract— This paper enhances understanding of factors 

underlying professional accountants’ high turnover rates. 
Various researchers, institutions and government bodies have 
identified accountants’ retention is of concern. However, 
traditional explanations, such as job satisfaction and 
organizational commitment, do not sufficiently account for the 
turnover rates observed in the accounting profession. A New 
Zealand (NZ) sample of professional accountants enabled us 
to identify a range of factor. Intentions to stay were very low, 
50% of accountants expected to leave their current employer 
within 3 years of the survey date. Satisfaction with two core 
job characteristics, feedback and skill variety, in addition to 
work life balance (WLB) accounted for 65% of the variance 
of overall job satisfaction. WLB, or at least a lack of access to 
flexible work arrangements was strongly indicated as the 
primary consideration when choosing to remain with the 
present employer.  
 

Keywords— Job design, staff intentions to stay, staff retention.  

I. INTRODUCTION 
TAFF retention in the accounting profession has become 
an issue of increasing concern. Turnover rates have been 

reported to be disproportionally high and have been increasing 
since the late 1980’s [1]. The turnover rate of professional 
accountants in NZ has been placed between 17 and 18 percent 
a year [2]. While loyalty and long-term organizational 
commitment has been demonstrated to be low, recent studies 
found professional commitment among accountants is above 
average [3], [4]. It appears therefore, that the majority of 
accountants wish to remain within the accounting profession, 
but not with their present employer. Intentions to remain with 
the employing organization are cause concern for employers 
given the costs associated with employing new accountants. 
Further, accounting has relatively high costs associated with 
staff turnover [5]. The average first year costs associated with 
replacing a junior accountant has been estimated to be in the 
vicinity of 240% of the annual salary [6].  
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 Two antecedents of accounting staff turnover were 
established in previous research. However they do not identify 
the disproportionally high turnover rates among accountants. 
Organizational commitment and job satisfaction [7], [8], [9], 
[10] were shown to predict a proportion of staff turnover rates, 
and intentions to quit. According to Law [1] accountants’ job 
satisfaction and commitment to their employing organization 
are above average, yet turnover rates are identified as 
comparatively high. Similarly Gendron et al. [11] determined 
accountants’ professional commitment is higher than 
organizational commitment. Thus research suggests 
accountants’ have an underlying issue, not intrinsic in the 
work itself. The trend of high professional commitment, and 
low organizational commitment, could mean that accountants 
expect to attain above average job satisfaction and that the 
reality of their work generally does not meet these 
expectations. Accordingly, our study identifies some of the 
issues underlying accountants’ high turnover rates.  

II. THE ACCOUNTING EXPERIENCE 

A. New Zealand Context 
New Zealand is a South Pacific nation and part of the 

British Commonwealth with a working population of 2.2 
million [12]. A large proportion of businesses in NZ, are small 
to medium sized enterprises (SMEs), and the average 
accounting enterprise in NZ has 3-4 employees [13]. NZ has a 
single accounting membership body the NZ Institute of 
Chartered Accountants (NZICA), which has an accredited 
membership of over 35,000 accounting professionals [14]. A 
2011 financial employment survey reported a shortage of 
accounting professionals in NZ, which was estimated to be 
almost twice that of the global average [15]. “In NZ, 
accountancy professionals appear to be in highest demand, 
with more than a third (41%) of employers indicating that 
accounting positions are the most difficult to fill, compared to 
just 22 per cent of employers globally” [15, p. 1]. Further, the 
2011 NZICA remuneration survey reported that staff retention 
was among the top 10 issues facing accounting organizations 
[14]. Recruitment and retention are recognised concerns for 
accounting firms.  

B. Accountant Job Turnover 
The literature identifies turnover among professional 

accountants is an area of concern. However, there seems to be 
a lack of clarity as to why high turnover is an issue 
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particularly affecting accountants. Chatzoglau et al. [16] 
found strong negative associations with both job satisfaction 
and organizational commitment affecting accountant turnover 
intentions. Consequently, turnover intentions have in turn 
been shown to be the single best predictor of job turnover 
[17].  

Evidence also indicates that accountants’ role expectations 
might be ‘unrealistically high’ or at least their expectations are 
often not met when they enter new employment [18], [19], 
[20]. In particular, accounting students’ expectations of their 
future employment have been shown to be unrealistically 
inflated [20]. Dean et al. [19] showed that accountants’ unmet 
employment expectations brought about a reality shock that 
induced negatively associated organizational commitment.  

It can be argued that changes in job demands and workload 
are expected and fundamental to the accounting profession. 
Ang et al. [21] found that accountants who accept changes to 
job-demands as a necessary part of their job, reported lower 
work-to-life conflict. Further, they were less likely to leave 
their employer. However, Ang et al. found the changing face 
of accounting is associated with a proportion of the 
accounting profession’s high staff turnover. In addition, a 
study by Viator [22] found that role conflict and role 
ambiguity – components of job design and potentially inherent 
with changing job-demands - could predict accountants’ 
turnover intentions. Thus, it seems that job design is a 
corroborating factor to accountants’ high turnover rates.  

Law [23] identified role conflict as the best predictor of 
accounting turnover decisions. This issue may be exacerbated 
by high expectations and job demands in the accounting 
profession. Greenhaus et al. [24] indicated that, on average, 
accountants spent in excess of 47 hours a week at work and 
their work-family conflict is high.  

Job design issues, expounded by high role ambiguity, role 
conflict, unmet role expectations and job demands may be 
examined in the light of Hackman and Oldham’s [25] job 
characteristics model. This model suggests that five core job 
dimensions influence three critical psychological states in 
workers, which in turn lead to personal and work outcomes 
(including turnover).  

The 2009 NZ Randstand survey reported that WLB was 
accountants’ most pressing concern. In addition, the 2011 
NZICA remuneration survey found that a majority 63% of 
respondents (n = 4608) reported WLB to be the most 
important consideration when changing jobs [14]. This 
contrasts with a minority (5%) of accounting firms placing a 
focus on WLB to retain staff [26]. WLB and job design, 
including flexible work initiatives, are areas of immediate 
concern for NZ accountants and organizations experiencing 
high turnover rates [27]. Additionally, WLB was reported to 
be the most important work factor (79%) for NZ accountants 
[28]. These findings suggest there is considerable mismatch 
between how organizations attempt to attract and retain 
accounting staff and what accountants are looking for; 
especially given the difficulty faced by employers to attract 
and retain high performing accountants [15]. 

The turnover rate of professional accountants has become 
an issue of increasing concern, especially among larger 
accounting firms [1]. Indeed, Hall and Smith [29] reported a 
high average turnover intention rate among public 
accountants. Retaining accounting staff is also a particularly 
relevant issue for many of NZ’s SMEs, which often rely on a 
single internal accountant for business and financial advice 
and managing relationships with clients [30]. Losing an 
accountant in an SME could be extremely damaging to 
accounting firms’ operational abilities. Generally such 
accountants understand their business and will have built 
relationships with clients. Their loss will be significant [1], 
[15]. Positioning organizations to enhance retention of 
qualified and high performing accounting staff presently 
appear pressing issues.  

III. METHOD 
The participants for this study (N = 154) were drawn from 

39 small (N <10) to large (N > 500) organizations. 70% of 
respondents worked for an organization of fewer than 25 
employees. These organizations included accounting firms 
and small businesses and organizations from the private and 
public sector.  Participants were recruited by means of an 
article published in an accounting practice journal inviting 
accountants to respond to our online questionnaire.  

Accountants’ employment experiences and views on the 
hiring/recruitment process. Job satisfaction, with seven 
components of work (as per Hackman and Oldham’s job 
characteristics model), were gathered and measured on a five-
point scale (dissatisfied – satisfied), in addition to a global 
measure of satisfaction with the job as a whole.  

The components were:  
• Autonomy: ‘freedom to choose own method of working’;  
• Feedback: ‘recognition received for work’;  
• Task significance: ‘amount of responsibility given’; 
• Task identify: ‘opportunities to use abilities’;  
• Chance of promotion: ‘chances of being promoted’;  
• Work-life balance :‘hours of work’;  
• Skill variety: ‘amount of variety in job’, and  
• Job satisfaction: ‘the job as a whole’.  

To assess how long participants were intending to remain 
within the accounting profession and with their current 
employer, two items measuring planned employment time in 
years were also included.  

A demographic analysis revealed that 64.4% of respondents 
were female. 41% of respondents had less than 6 years of 
experience in the accounting profession, 30% had 7-15 years 
of experience, and the remaining 29% had over 16 years of 
experience in accounting, 25% were junior accountants, 29% 
chartered accountants and 46% were in managerial or senior 
accounting positions.  

IV. RESULTS 
The findings are presented in the following order: (a) 

frequencies and descriptive statistics, (b) correlations, (c) 
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regression analyses.  

Figure 1. Intentions to stay with the current organisation and the 
accounting profession. 

 
Respondents typically intend to remain within the 

accounting profession rather than sidestepping to a different 
career path. Only 8% expect to leave accounting within three 
years, while 64% intend to spend 11 years or more in 
accounting. Conversely half of all respondents intend to leave 
their current place of work within 3 years and only 11% 
intend to remain with their current employing organization. 
These figures include partners of the firms, i.e. the highest 
paid employees with the most significant portfolio of clients.  

Figure 2. If staff were to leave, what would attract them back? 
 
The majority (69%) of respondents would consider 

returning to their present place of employment, if their current 
employer were to provide more flexible work arrangements 
(our focus was upon hours of work, i.e. options for flexitime, 
working from home, compressed work week…). By contrast 
only 13% of respondents indicated that more flexible work 
arrangements would provide an incentive for them to return to 
work for their current employer if they were to leave. The 
remaining 18% were undecided. The other two options that 
we offered (as per Figure 2), were less relevant to 
respondents. However, 7.6% of respondents indicated that 
increased pay or a promotion would re-attract them to their 
current employer. 

A one-way ANOVA did not return significant differences 
for the level of seniority (junior accountant, CA, 
partner/senior manager) and intentions to remain within the 
profession or with the current employer. Participants’ years of 
experience in accounting was not relevant in determining how 
long they planned to stay in their employing organisation or 
the profession. 

Table I contains descriptive information of the measures. 
The reported values for Skew and kurtosis are within 
acceptable levels for analysis [31]. 

 
TABLE I. SATISFACTION MEASURES. 

Satisfaction with: Mean SD Skew Kurtosis 

      Autonomy 4.01 .94 -.50 -.82 

 Feedback 3.56 1.05 -.42 -.43 

Task Significance 3.91 1.00 -.76 .24 

Task Identity 3.82 1.16 -.93 .04 

Chance of Promotion 3.37 1.24 -.33 -.70 

 Work-life Balance 4.06 1.03 -.94 .12 

Skill Variety 3.94 1.05 -.83 .01 

Job Satisfaction 3.79 1.06 -.81 .25 

  
Table II shows the relationships between respondents’ 

satisfaction with different aspects of their work and their 
intentions to remain working within the field of accounting 
and to remain with their current employer. Higher values 
indicate stronger relationships, while smaller p-values indicate 
the level of certainty that the relationship is a trend in the data 
and not standard error. In our research, Hackman and 
Oldham’s core job dimensions indicated strong relationships 
to ‘planned employment with the current employing 
organization’. That is these dimensions impact upon intentions 
to stay.  
 

TABLE II. CORRELATIONS FOR SATISFACTION WITH JOB DESIGN ASPECTS AND 

PLANNED FUTURE EMPLOYMENT. 
Satisfaction with: 

Planned Empl 
Accountant 

Planned Empl 
Organization 

   Autonomy .07 .31** 

Feedback .14 .36*** 

Task Significance .17 .27** 

Task Identity .19* .35*** 

Chance of Promotion .22* .35*** 

Work-Life Balance .07 .18 

Skill Variety .15 .35*** 

Job as a whole   .26** .47*** 

  
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 

 
Table III shows the supported regression model for job 

satisfaction. Components of satisfaction with work and job 
design (Table I) were regressed on job satisfaction using the 
‘forward’ method based on the amount of additional variance 
explained. Feedback, skill variety and WLB could predict 
satisfaction with the job as a whole by 65%. This indicates a 
strong relationship. 
 

TABLE III. REGRESSION ANALYSIS JOB SATISFACTION. 
Criterion 
Variables 

Predictor 
Variables Beta  

t R2 F  

Job Satisfaction  Feedback .47*** 7.14 .65 69.56*** 
 

 Skill variety .37*** 5.89   
 

 WLB .23*** 3.80   
 

  
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 
Note. R2 and F values are for the model as a whole. Recognition received = 
Satisfaction with the recognition received for work; Amount of variety = 
satisfaction with the amount of variety in your job; Hours of work = 
satisfaction with the hours of work. 
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Table IIII displays the supported regression model for 
planned years of employment with the current employer. The 
levels of satisfaction with aspects of work were regressed on 
respondents’ planned employment with the current 
organization and removed with the ‘forward’ method based on 
the amount of additional variance explained. Only job 
satisfaction could predict planned employment with the 
current employer while allowing for the other predictors. The 
R-squared value indicates that job satisfaction could predict 
planned employment intentions with the current employer by 
22%. 

Several t-tests and ANOVAs were carried out to assess 
gender differences. No significant gender differences were 
found for years of experience, seniority of position, 
satisfaction measures, intentions to remain with the 
organization and profession, and re-attraction. 
 

TABLE IIII. REGRESSION ANALYSIS FOR PLANNED ON-GOING EMPLOYMENT 
WITH CURRENT EMPLOYER 

Criterion 
Variables 

Predictor 
Variables Beta  

t R2 F  

Planned Empl In 
Organization 

Job 
Satisfaction .48*** 5.29 .22 28.00*** 

 
 

  
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 
Note. R2 and F values are for the model as a whole. 

V.   DISCUSSION 
This section discusses our findings in terms of accountant 

retention and employment intentions. Initially, we sought to 
gain insight into motivations for accountants’ recruitment and 
turnover decisions. We explored general employment 
experiences, including retention. However, our data focused 
our attention on accountants’ turnover and retention, when we 
discovered that 50% of respondents indicated they expected to 
leave their present employer in 0-3 years (Figure 1). Further 
65% would be ‘enticed to stay’ if appropriate flexible work 
arrangements were available (Figure 2). 

In addition to WLB, satisfaction with two core job 
characteristics, feedback and skill variety, were able to 
account for 65% of the variance of overall job satisfaction 
(Table III). This indicates that these three items strongly 
related to accountants’ job satisfaction. It appears, however, 
that more respondents intend to remaining in the accounting 
profession (64% plan to remain within accounting for over 11 
years) than with their employing organization (50% plan to 
leave between 0-3 years). This is consistent with previous 
research which also indicated low tenure among accountants 
[1] and a high level of commitment to the accounting 
profession [3], [4]. The relationship between organizational 
and career commitment can be tricky to establish, as one does 
not necessitate—and may preclude—the other [11]. Chang 
[32] found that increased career commitment was associated 
with higher intentions to leave if employees’ career needs 
were not met in their current employment. Our research 
appears to support such a finding.  

There appeared to be an inconsistency in respondents’ 

satisfaction with their hours of work, which was the highest 
mean at 4.06 out of 5 (Table I); and desire for employment 
flexibility (Figure 2). Respondents indicated an overwhelming 
interest in flexibility in their employment agreements, yet on 
average they did not consistently report dissatisfaction with 
WLB. Perhaps this can be taken to indicate that accountants 
are overall satisfied with the amount of hours in the 
workweek, but require more flexibility to reduce conflicts 
with personal commitments and individual worker preferences 
(Table II). Alternatively accountants desire more flexibility in 
their job to increase their work satisfaction and 
meaningfulness in work, indicating this is an issue relating to 
work design.  

Along similar lines a notable contradiction is present 
between the 2009 Randstad employment trend survey results 
[33] and the 2011 NZICA report [27]. The Randstad survey 
indicated that 67% of employers in accounting offered flexible 
hours, consequently, a significant 33% of accountants do not 
have access to flexibility in their work hours. In contrast the 
2011 NZICA report [27] found WLB was most appealing to 
accounting employees. Our research results fit the 2011 
NZICA findings, as 69% of our respondents indicated that 
more appropriate flexible workplace arrangements would 
increase their intentions to stay with their current employer. 
The 2009 Randstad results could indicate a mismatch between 
what is ‘officially’ available in terms of WLB initiatives, and 
their suitability/ availability. Our suggestion resonates with 
NACEW [34], which suggests the “traditional culture and 
values” in the NZ accounting sector works against flexibility 
(p. 14). 

A potential mismatch between available and desired WLB 
initiatives may be traced back to the 2009 Randstad survey, 
where there appears to be a similar account of mismatch [33]. 
Although 67% of accountants are reported to have a level of 
access to WLB initiatives, it was simultaneously reported that 
“further work is needed when it comes to wellbeing” [33] (p. 
5). WLB initiatives have been argued to be extremely 
important precursors to meaningfulness in work and employee 
wellbeing [35]. It can be inferred that if 69% of respondents 
would be motivated to remain with their current employer, or 
return to work for their current employer, if better flexible 
work arrangements were available to them; then it is 
reasonable to conclude that present WLB initiatives are not 
satisfactory to retain accounting employees. It could 
additionally be argued that there is a degree of conflict or 
work life imbalance given the majority desire for more 
flexible work arrangements.  

VI. RECOMMENDATIONS 
Our study was designed to explore issues affecting 

accountants’ employment experiences, and their 
considerations in respect to employment attraction and 
retention. While the study captured some aspects of job 
design, as outlined by Hackman and Oldham, 1975 [25] not 
all were included, such as growth needs, strength and 
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meaningfulness in work. We recommend further research into 
the identification of specific flexible work options that 
accountants most prefer. 

VII. CONCLUSIONS 
This paper reviewed the antecedents and contextual issues 

of staff turnover among accountants. We identified some key 
issues relating to core job dimensions of job design, WLB and 
flexible work, which were particularly relevant to enhancing 
accountants’ retention and organizational commitment. Our 
results indicate that job satisfaction has a relatively strong 
relationship with planned ongoing employment, but also 
identified a large residual variance not captured by 
satisfaction. Our study confirmed that intentions to leave are a 
serious issue in the accounting profession. We further found 
that satisfaction with two core job characteristics, feedback 
and skill variety, in addition WLB accounted for 65% of the 
variance of overall job satisfaction. WLB, or at least a lack of 
access to flexible work arrangements was strongly indicated 
as the primary consideration when choosing to remain with 
the present employer. Further, flexible workplace initiatives 
are identified as the most relevant area to re-attract 
accountants who are considering leaving or have already left. 
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