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Abstract

Workioad compression is characterized by the AICPA (Padwe 1994) as a
condition of excessive job demands caused by the 1986 Tax Reform Act
(TRA). The TRA severely limited the ability of businesses to elect other than
a calendar year-end reporting for tax purposes. Consequently, professional
accountants find their tax and audit work compressed into the first quarter of
each year. In an earlier study Cluskey and Vaux (1997a) found job stressors,
such as excessive job demands, to be comfributing factors in causing job
stress, which ultimately leads to degraded job performance. Cluskey and
Vaux (1997b) also found workload compression to be a possible contributor
to occupational stress in professional accountants. The curvent study sur-
veyved public accountants in both October (slack season) and February (busy
season). The study found that standard indicators of job stress were no
greater in February than in October, indicating that workload compression
does not comtribute additional occupational stress in accounting practitio-
ners. Subsequent interviews with the participants revealed that the firms in
this study have incorporated specific management practices to help their em-
ployees cope with the extremely high job demands during this period of work-
load compression, which may help explain these unexpected results.

Introduction

he Tax Reform Act of 1986 (TRA)
included new regulations that se-
verely curtailed the use of fiscal year-
ends for S-corporations and partnerships. As
a result of the adoption of calendar year-ends

for many of these entities, both auditors and
tax professionals found more of their workload

Readers with comments or guestions are
encouraged lo contact the author via e-mail.

being compressed info the first three months
following the end of the calendar year. The
American Institute of Certified Public Ac-
countants (AICPA) has described this January
thru March time frame as the period of
"workload compression.” A logical outcome
of workload compression is increased occupa-
tional stress in auditors and tax professionals.

The effect of occupational stress on



The Journal of Applied Business Research

Volume 16, Number I

accounting professionals has been well docu-
mented (e.g., Haskins, Baglioni, and Cooper
1991; Harrell, Chewning, and Taylor 1986;
Bullen and Flamholtz 1985; Snead and Harrell
1991; Senatra 1980). French and Caplan’s
(1973) Occupational Stress Model proposes
that increases in job stressors act on the indi-
vidual to produce job strains, which are the
negative effects of stressful events. Numerous
job stressors, such as role conditions (role
conflict and role ambiguity), job qualities
(time pressure, work overload or underload),
work relations (social interaction in the work-
place), and career progress (job insecurity and
over/funder promotion), have been identified in
the occupational stress literature (e.g., Burke

1988; Glowinkowski and Cooper 1986; Coo-
per and Marshall 1978). Occupational stress,
the job strains resulting from the stressor-
strain relationship, is often manifested as in-
creased turnover intentions, reduced job satis-
faction, and reduced self-esteem.

Survey results

An individual exhibits increased lev-
els of occupational stress when job demands
exceed the individnal's resources for coping
(Hobfoll 1988). The AICPA apparently be-
lieves that the increased workload resulting
from the changes mandated by the TRA leads
firms to reduce busy season siress was 1o rec-

Table 1.
Descriptive Statistics

HIGH STRESS LOW STRESS
{February) {October)

Variable M S« M SD o
Stressors:

Role Conditions 255 058 .86 2.60 0.5 .8
Job Qualities 3.8 055 74 3.84 0.65 .69
Work Relations 284 066 .73 2.8 o071 77
Career Progress 278 096 .79 2.8 099 .70
Strains:

Job [Dis]Satisfaction 2.16 0.89 .89 209 0.86 .82
Self-Esteem 422 0.58 .87 428 0.59 .80
Turnover Intentions 2.18 0.87 .67 217 0.85 .77

M: Arithmetic mean response

SD: Standard deviation

o Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of reliability
All variables ranged from 1 (minimum) to 5
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to an increase in occupational stress in auditors
and tax professionals (Padwe 1994). To test
this assertion, Cluskey and Vaux (1997a) con-
ducted an exploratory study of the occupa-
tional stress levels of managerial accountants.
The current study extends their approach to
accounting professionals in public practice by
evaluating the perceived occupational stress
levels during both the slack season (April -
December), when stress levels were expected
to be low, and the busy season (January -
March), when siress levels were expected to
be high. Practitioners representing oue office
from each of six public accounting firms (one
Big-6, three national, one regional, and one
local) in a three-state Midwestern region par-
ticipated in the study. A total of 141 practitio-
ners responded to the low stress period
(October) survey, while 110 of them re-
sponded again to the high stress period
(February) survey. The survey results indi-
cated that the levels of occupational stress for
auditors and tax professionals were not signifi-
cantly - different during the slack period
(October) than during the busy season
(February), even though the average hours
worked each week increased more than 25
percent during the busy season in comparison
with the slack period.

Discussion and conclusions

In an attempt to explain these unexpected
results, follow-up inlerviews were conducted
to determine what methods were being used to
relieve occupational stress for accounting prac-
titioners in these specific firms. While many
remedies are available to relieve occupational
stress in public accounting firms, the six firms
in this study were all employing some version
of the following five specific techniques to re-
duce stress levels during the busy season:

1. Using experienced staff to mentor junior
staff.
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2. Maintaining well-defined overtime/bonus
plans.

3. Offering non-traditional career fracks.

4. Encouraging the use of flex-time by pro-
jecting monthly or quarterly work sched-
ules.

5. Using temporary staff to meet seasonal
demands.

In each of the firms, the averriding
COncern was to create an awareness in staff
personnel at all levels of what was expected of
them during the busy season. To accomplish
this, each of the firms had instituted some
form of mentoring program where experienced
staff were assigned to "mentor" junior staff in
the sense of indoctrinating the new person and
providing a "sounding board" or "empathetic
buddy" with whom to share problems or con-
cerns during stressful periods. Each staff per-
son also received a budget of chargeable hours
expected for each month so that (s)he and the
mentor could monitor progress against those
goals.

Each firm also recognized that sub-
stantial amounts of overtime were mandatory
during the busy season and sought to make
that reality more palatable by having clearly
documented overtime or bonus arrangements
that were popular with the employees. The
programs differed slightly among the firms,
but generally any bonus was tied in some way
to the amount of overtime worked. The firms
that did not have specific bonus plans for jun-
ior staff generally allowed the staff to "bank”
the first 80 hours of overtime at time-and-one-
half to provide an additional 120 hours of paid
vacation time. Any additional overtime was
then paid for at the straight time rate. Each of
the firms believed that its particular bonus/
overtime arrangement provided a positive in-
centive for its employees, thus helping to re-
duce stress levels.

A third technique used by all of the
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firms to reduce busy season stress was to rec-
ognize different career tracks for people with
different needs. For instance, the old "up or
out" mentality has been replaced by the reali-
zation that not everyone wants or needs to be a
partner or shareholder. The firms displayed a
growing awareness that "career managers” can
make significant contributions io the success
of the firm. Also, personnel with certain
types of family commitments (young children
or older family members needing special care)
are often willing to trade slower progression
within the firm for a commitment to a shorter
work week. All of the firms in this study of-
fered multiple career tracks for their employ-
ees.

Another trend that is very popular
with audit and tax professionals is the exten-
sive use of "flex-time," which allows these
accounting practitioners substantial latitude in
determining their work schedules, so long as
they meet appropriate audit report or tax filing
deadlines and minimum requirements for
hours worked and work accomplished. Indi-
viduals who want to schedule their hours on a
fiex-time basis need projected monthly or
quarterly work schedules that are resistant to
change. As long as managers communicate
when the workload is expected, staff can plan
their work schedules accordingly, making use
of flex-time scheduling where appropriate.
Starting early, staying late, working on Sun-
day, working at home rather than at the offices
of the firm or the client — these are all ways
to give people a sense of control over their
time and thus relieve some of the stress associ-
ated with the time demands inherent in the
busy season. Another frequent mantfestation
of flex-time is working 50-60 hours per week
during the busy season and only 20-30 hours
per week during slack periods.

Finally, a favorite old technique —
hiring temporary staff to help relieve the peak
workloads of the tax-filing season — still
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seems o be very effective in reducing the
stress levels of accounting practitioners during
the busy season. Although the use of tempo-
rary staff may not be the preferred solution
due to control and quality concerns, all of the
firms surveyed make extensive use of tempo-
rary staff to cope with first quarter payroll tax
reporting and income tax return preparation
and filing deadlines.

Obviously, many other stress reduc-
tion techniques are available for accounting
practitioners. However, the five specific tech-
niques discussed above are clearly working
effectively for the firms in this study. The
success of these techniques is demonstrated by
the fact that the levels of occupational stress
reported in the study were not significantly
different during the busy season than during
the slack season. While audit and tax work-
loads are clearly compressed into the first
quarter of each year for accounting practitio-
ners, the firms in this study are reducing the
effects of additional job stress during the busy
season by using the various coping techniques
discussed herein,

Suggestions for future research

A repional study of six CPA firms is
limited in both external validity and the variety
of stress reduction strategies observed. Rely-
ing on interviews with the managers of the
firms also limits the characterization of oppor-
tunities for stress reduction. Future research
should seek to expand the number of firms and
professionals surveyed. A preferred approach
for future research might be a longitudinal sur-
vey of firms and their professionals at atl lev-
els.

The various strategies for reducing
stress employed by the six firms surveyed here
fall into two categories: adjustments for cop-
ing (acceptable overtime and bonus policies,
flexible scheduling options, and temporary
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staffing) and alterations to the career environ-
ment (formal mentoring and non-traditional
career paths). These two categories should be
examined on a broader scale (national survey)
to determine if either strategy is dominant at
reducing stress. Additionally, a national sur-
vey may reveal other coping strategies that are
being employed. &
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