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ABSTRACT

This study examines college students’ impressions of accountants from various sources. It extends
previous research on students’ impressions of accountants by analyzing impressions after Enron,
gender differences in impressions, and the effect of knowledge on impressions and adding news
reports as an impression source. Students rated their impressions of accountants when they
selected a major on each of 30 characteristics (such as ethical, versatile, and exciting) from each
of four sources, plus a general rating. When qualities were combined into two factors,
Professionalism and Personability, accountants were seen as professional, but not particularly
personable. In many areas, finance majors had impressions of accountants equal to or higher
than those of accounting students, while other majors had significantly lower impressions of
accountants. News reports did not significantly influence students’ views of accountants.
Knowledge was strongly correlated with impressions. Accounting students had the lowest
knowledge of accountants from news reports and movies/TV of any major. Females held more
positive impressions of accountants than did males. Implications for various groups, including
college and high school accounting education and the accounting profession, are discussed.
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INTRODUCTION

CL ccountants provide invaluable information and analysis to many groups, such as investors,
Lj\ creditors, and organization managers. In recent years, financial scandals have enveloped Enron,

WorldCom, HEALTHSOUTH, Xerox, and other companies. Widespread public anger over the
actions of accountants and auditors of those and other companies led to increased regulation of accounting and
auditing. The Sarbanes-Oxley Act (SOX) and the creation of the Public Companies Accounting Oversight Board
were designed to restore confidence in corporate financial information. The extent to which accountants are
perceived as possessing positive qualities such as competence and ethics may affect public confidence in
accountants and their work and influence the type of people choosing accounting as a profession.

There has been considerable concern in recent years that college accounting programs may attract students
who view accounting as suited only to narrowly-focused technicians who enjoy routine tasks, while dissuading
many others from considering accounting careers (Albrecht & Sack, 2000; Davidson & Etherington, 1995).
However, accountants’ roles have expanded dramatically as they do less scorekeeping and more problem-solving to
help achieve business success (Siegel, Sorensen, & Richtermeyer, 2003). Employers hire accountants who possess
qualities necessary for advancement. For example, Chief Financial Officers are expected to be creative, motivating,
energetic, versatile, and strong communicators (Myers, 2002).

Considerable research on selection of accounting majors (e.g., Chen, Jones, & Mcintyre, 2005; Saemann &
Crooker, 1999; Inman, Wenzler, & Wickert, 1989; Paolillo & Estes, 1982) has examined students’ impressions of
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various aspects of the accounting profession, such as working conditions. Coleman, Kreuze & Langsam (2004) and
Saemann, Crooker & Kreissl (2007) examined perceptions of the accounting profession in the wake of accounting
scandals. However, it is also necessary to examine students’ impressions of accountants themselves. Individuals may
use stereotypes to choose or reject careers in accounting, by considering how they might feel about themselves or
coworkers if they selected that career (Gottfredson, 1981; DeCoster, 1971).

Determining impressions of accountants held by those majoring in other subjects is important. Since
accounting programs may compete with finance for the same students, knowing finance majors’ impressions of
accountants may help in devising ways to attract desirable students into accounting. Also, since other business
majors will work with accountants, overcoming the former’s negative stereotypes is necessary for accountants to
rise to leadership positions commensurate with their abilities.

LITERATURE REVIEW AND DEVELOPMENT OF RESEARCH QUESTIONS

A common stereotype of accountants includes “impersonal,...inflexible, orderly, and introverted”
(DeCoster, 1971, p. 40) and “cautious, methodical, systematic, anti-social and... boring!” (Parker, 2000, p. 50).
While not completely negative, this stereotype may not reflect qualities required of today’s accountants (Bougen,
1994; Imada, Fletcher, & Dalessio, 1980).

One source of impressions of accountants is their fictional portrayal, in film and television. Dimnik &
Felton (2000), Holt (1994), Beard (1994), and Smith & Briggs (1999) found that accountants were presented in
films as lacking in communication skills and ethics. However, these qualities are considered essential by the
accounting profession (Tie, 2003; Hermanson, Hermanson, & Ivancevich, 1995).

Such fictional portrayals of accountants as conniving and socially challenged can be mitigated by
impressions from other sources, such as actual accountants known (Cory, 1992). By examining accountants’
personalities, Davidson & Etherington (1995) and DeCoster & Rhode (1971) found that the stereotype of
accountants was inaccurate. For example, the latter found that accountants employed at CPA firms ranked much
higher on sociability than the traditional stereotype would predict.

Another potential source of impressions is an introductory accounting course. Typically required for all
business majors, this course provides a major opportunity for educators to attract quality students to accounting
(Cohen & Hanno, 1993; Geiger & Ogilby, 2000; Chen, et al., 2005). Coate, Mitschow, Schinski, & Colson (2003)
found that students in accounting principles classes viewed accountants as being more prudent, conscientious, and
emotionally stable than the average person (positive aspects of a common stereotype), but also less flexible,
imaginative, and likable (negative aspects).

Accounting majors may not fully hold the stereotype of accountants. Hermanson et al. (1995) found that
accounting majors better understood the need for accountants to possess creativity and communication skills than
did non-accounting majors.

The previously mentioned studies each examined one source of impressions. In contrast, Hunt, Falgiani, &
Intrieri (2004) examined college students’ impressions of accountants from three sources (movies/TV, accounting
courses, and accountants the students had known) and overall impressions. Factor analysis reduced 58 possible
qualities of accountants into two distinct factors, labeled Professionalism and Personability. Consistent with prior
research, accountants were perceived as professionally competent but interpersonally deficient. In contrast to prior
research, movies/TV resulted in neutral impressions of accountants. Accounting courses provided the least favorable
impressions. Finance majors had the lowest impressions of accountants. Subjects’ impressions were obtained prior
to the reporting of the Enron scandal. The relative importance of sources of impressions on overall impressions was
not examined.

The current study examines three major issues. First, what impressions of accountants did university
students have at the time of selecting a major? This study extends previous research by examining such impressions
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of accountants following Enron, adding another source of impressions (news reports of accountants), and
determining the relative importance of each source on overall impressions. This leads to research question 1.

RQla: What impressions do students have of accountants from various sources, as well as overall impressions?

RQ1b: What differences exist in impressions of accountants between accounting majors and students in other
disciplines?

RQl1c: What is the relative importance of various sources of impressions of accountants on overall impressions?

Second, this study extends previous research by examining the effect of gender on impressions of
accountants. Female accounting students comprise 57% of accounting graduates (Vigilante, 2005). Therefore it is
necessary to examine perceptions of accountants from their perspective. Lips (1992) found that females were less
likely to hold occupational stereotypes. This research may provide a first step toward determining if the higher
numbers of women in accounting programs reflect their holding better impressions of accountants.

Recent accounting scandals may have affected women’s perceptions of accountants differently from men’s.
Several studies (St. Pierre, Nelson, & Gabbin, 1990; Giacomino, Mitschow, Schinski, & Colson, 1991; Ameen,
Guffey, & McMillan, 1996; Sankaran & Bui, 2003) have shown women accounting students to be more highly
developed ethically than men. However, this does not necessarily translate into more ethical behavior (Radtke,
2000). Thus, scandals may affect women’s views of accountants and possibly their interest in accounting. This leads
to research question 2.

RQ2: What effect does gender have on impressions of accountants?

A third issue that extends previous research is the extent of student knowledge about accountants when
they select a major and whether such knowledge influences impressions. One expects accounting majors to know
more about accountants and the qualities they need to succeed. If knowledge affects impressions, greater knowledge
of accountants should help dispel negative stereotypes and improve impressions of accountants. However, there is
evidence that people use confirming hypotheses in career selection. They may then interpret new information in
terms of previous stereotypes and discount disconfirming information (Skrypnek & Snyder, 1982; Blustein &
Strohmer, 1987; Judd & Park, 1993). This leads to the third research question.

RQ3a: What level of knowledge of accountants do students have from various sources?

RQ3b: What differences exist in levels of knowledge of accountants between accounting majors and those in other
disciplines?

RQ3c: What is the relative importance of various sources of knowledge of accountants on overall knowledge?

RQ3d: What is the relationship between level of knowledge and impressions of accountants?

RQ3e: Does knowledge of accountants differ by gender?

METHOD
Participants

To provide for comparison with Hunt et al. (2004), participants were recruited from the same medium sized
public university with AACSB accredited programs in Business and Accounting. An instrument was administered
to a convenience sample of 344 students from Principles of Accounting | and Il and a number of other business
courses likely to be taken by sophomores or first semester juniors. These classes were chosen for three reasons.
First, reaching students early in their business education should reduce influences from classes and increase
students’ ability to reflect upon their impressions of accountants at the time they chose a major. Second, a wide
variety of students was obtained. Third, this approach facilitates comparison of results with Hunt et al. (2004).
Participants completed various demographic questions, including age, gender, major, whether they had taken a high
school accounting class, age at which they selected a major, and recency of that decision.
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Impressions of Qualities of Accountants

Participants rated the extent to which 30 items described their impression of accountants when they decided
on a major. These qualities, listed in Table 1, comprised the factors of Professionalism and Personability in Hunt et
al. (2004). These qualities were measured using a seven-point Likert scale (1= very inaccurate description; 7=a very
accurate description). Participants rated each of the 30 items across five impression sources: Fictional Movies/TV,
News Reports, Accountants You Knew, Accounting Courses, and All Sources. Some missing data resulted from
students’ not responding to items for a source about which they could not comment.

Table 1
Item Associated with Professionalism and Personability Factors
Professionalism Personability
Organized Exciting
Ethical Outgoing
Attentive to Detail Creative
Financially Successful Admired
Gives Good Business Advice A Leader
Analytic Persuasive
Professional Witty
Responsible Charismatic
Good at Math Flamboyant
Intelligent Energetic
Sensible Versatile
Competent Unconventional
Well-Dressed
Efficient
Knows Taxes
Thorough
Computer Literate
Perceptive

Generation of Factor Scores

Factor scores were generated to reduce the subset of variables submitted for further analysis. Consistent
with Hunt et al. (2004), factor scores were created by summing the raw scores for each item that loaded on the factor
and dividing by the number of items. Participants with missing data were included in the analysis if they had no
more than two missing items per factor. In these cases, summing the available number of items and dividing by
them created factor scores. This procedure is a consistent and acceptable method for summarizing data (Gorsuch,
1983; Harman, 1976). This method of computing factor scores has a distinct advantage over regression constructed
factor scores in that the original metric of the rating scale is preserved. This allows the researcher to stay closer to
the true form of the data and makes the information more readily interpretable. Table 1 shows the items that loaded
on the Professionalism and Personability factors through factor analysis. Cronbach’s alpha, a measure of how well a
set of items measures a latent construct, was computed for each factor across each source. Cronbach’s alpha for
Professionalism across the five sources ranged from .88 to .9; for Personability it ranged from .85 to .91. Thus, each
factor demonstrated strong inter-item consistency across sources.

RESULTS
Descriptive Statistics

Table 2 breaks down the sample by self-reported major, age, and whether the student had taken accounting
in high school. The sample consisted of 199 men and 145 women. The mean age for the total sample was 22.38
(SD = 5.61) and 21.73 (SD= 4.31) and 23.26 (SD = 6.91) for men and women, respectively. Accounting majors
represented the oldest group, with a mean age of 25.65 (SD=7.45).
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The largest group of respondents decided on a major during their first two years of college (n = 150), with
many students deciding while in high school (n = 85), after high school but before college (n = 50), and during their
junior or senior year (n = 53). Approximately 40% of accounting majors decided before starting college. For
accounting majors, having taken accounting in high school was significantly related to selecting a major before
attending college (X*(1, N =66) = 11.979, p = .001). By examining the 338 categorical responses to the question
“how long ago did you decide on a major,” we determined that 80.8% decided after the Enron scandal was
publicized.

Table 2
Demographic Information

Majors Age Major Percentage of sample TO%}':OHE tisr(:gom
Accounting (275';1655) 69 20.18 58.0%
Finance (210;52) 19 5.55 52.6%
Marketing (24%962) 48 14.04 29.2%
Management (262'465‘; 58 16.96 34.5%
o 2
Non-business 2188 83 24.56 31.0%

(4.61)
Business Undecided (229'754?3 43 12.57 11.1%
e | B ;
Total (252.6315; 341 100.00

Note: The total number of students above is less than the 344 reported earlier, because three students did not report age and two
did not report major

Overall Impressions, Sources of Impressions and Differences among Majors

Overall impression scores. ANOVAs were performed to determine between-major differences in overall (global)
impressions of accountants (impressions from the four individual sources and any others). The independent variable
was major, and the dependent variables were the impressions for each source. Personal knowledge of accountants
was significant (F (7, 271) = 2.698, < .01), as was accounting classes taken (F (7, 259) = 3.884, p <.001).

Tukey’s Least Significant Difference (LSD) tests were performed to follow up ANOVA results to
determine where statistically significant between-groups differences existed. These analyses examined research
questions 1a (What impressions do students have from various sources, including overall?) and 1b (What differences
exist in impressions between accounting majors and students in other disciplines?). The results of the posthoc
comparisons, presented in Table 3, show that the overall views of accountants were lower for all majors except
finance and non-business undecided students, as compared to accounting (p < .01).

A similar pattern was found for two specific sources of impressions, accountants known and accounting
classes. However, significant differences existed between accounting majors and only marketing and management
majors for impressions from news reports and marketing for movies/TV. For most majors, impressions of
accountants from accounting courses were lower than impressions derived from accountants known. Impressions
from news reports and movies/TV had the lowest scores, but were still around the midpoint of the 7-point scale. (See
Table 3).
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Factor scores. To examine research questions 1a and 1b by factor scores, an ANOVA was performed, with student
major as the independent variable and impressions from each source as the dependent variables. Significant
differences were followed with posthoc Tukey’s LSD tests. For the Professionalism factor, significant differences
existed among majors for accountants known (p = .01), accounting classes taken (p = .065), and from all sources (p
= .048). No sources provided significant differences in the Personability factor. Although the Professionalism
factor had relatively high scores (over 5 on the 7-point Likert scale) across the five sources of impressions, the
Personability factor scores were lower, typically around the midpoint of 4. (See Tables 4 and 5.)

For most majors, the highest means were for impressions from accountants known; the lowest were for
movies/TV and news reports. For the Professionalism factor, accounting majors held significantly more positive
(using LSD posthoc comparisons tests) impressions from movies/TV compared to those for marketing and
information management majors. Marketing majors had significantly less positive impressions for accountants
known and overall. Higher scores are considered more positive. Some components of Professionalism, such as
thorough and attentive to detail, may be part of an accounting stereotype. However, we believe that they are
positive qualities that are required, along with many others, of today’s accountants.

In the Personability factor, accounting majors reported significantly lower impressions from each
individual source and overall than did finance majors.  Accounting majors also reported significantly lower
impressions than did management, information management, non-business majors, and non-business undecided
students (movies/TV), management and information systems majors (news reports), and management majors
(accountants known).

Participants indicated other sources of impressions. The most frequently mentioned were family (reported
by 30 students), friends (20), and books/magazines/internet (13).

Importance of individual sources on overall impressions. In order to evaluate how individual impression sources
may influence overall impressions (research question 1d), we regressed the four sources on the overall impression
score. This yielded an R? of .621, explaining 62.1% of the variance. Accounting classes had the highest
standardized Beta coefficients (.446), followed by personal knowledge of accountants (.305), fictional movies/TV
shows (.237) and news reports (.201). These results are shown in Table 6.

Gender Differences

Table 3
Mean Overall Impressions of Accountants
Major Movies/TV News Reports Ac;:(ountants Accounting. Overall
nown Courses
Accounting 4.67 4.32 5.88 5.66 5.54
Finance 4.69 4.53 5.65 5.77 5.22
Marketing 3.98** 3.70** 5.15*** 4.38%*** 4.46****
Management 4.11** 3.89 5.58 4.85*** 4.94***
Information 4.25 3.91 4.92%%% 4.40%%* 4.67%%*
Management
Non- Business. 4.27 4.09 5.39** 5.04** 4.95%***
Business, 4.38 413 4.86%+** 5.44 4.80%*
Undeclared
Non-Business, 4.78 4.50 5.86 4.29%* 5.11
Undeclared
Means are on a scale from 1-7 (7=most positive impression).
Significance from least significant difference (LSD) multiple comparisons tests are as follows:
*Significant at .1 level
**Significant at .05 level
***Significant at .01 level
****Significant at .001 level
All significance levels are for differences between the impression scores of accountants and those of other majors.
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An ANOVA was performed to determine the effect of gender (independent variable) on impressions of
accountants (dependent variable) (research question 2). Women demonstrated significantly more positive
impressions of accountants from personal knowledge (F(1, 277) = 5.40, p < .021), accounting classes (F(1, 265) =
3.440, p < .065), and overall (F(1, 326) = 3.946, p <.048). See Table 7.

Another ANOVA was performed to determine gender differences (independent variable) by factor score
(dependent variables, Professionalism & Personability) across sources of information. Results showed that women
had significantly more positive impressions of accountants from movies/TV (F(1,319) = 9.905, p < .002), news
reports (F(1,306) = 3.373, p < .067), and accountants known (F(1,235) = 7.856, p < .005) for the Professionalism
factor and for accountants known (F(1,233) = 6.801, p < .010) for Personability. No statistically significant gender
differences existed in knowledge (research question 3e), time (such as in high school) or age when deciding on a
major.

Level of Knowledge

By source, overall and differences by major. ANOVAS were performed on level of knowledge (dependent variable)
by major (independent variables) in order to test research questions 3a (what knowledge do students have about
accountants from various sources?) and 3b (how does it differ across majors?). Significant differences were
followed-up with LSD posthoc analyses. News reports (F(7,309) = 2.463, p < .018), accounting classes (F(7,262) =
1.979, p < .058), and overall (F(7,316) = 1.751, p < .097) were significant. For all sources, finance majors reported
significantly higher levels of knowledge than did accounting majors. Accounting majors reported the lowest levels
of knowledge from movies/TV and news reports of any student group. See Table 8.

Table 4
Mean Impressions of Accountants — Factor One (Professionalism)
Major Movies/TV News Reports Ac::(ountants Accounting. Overall
nown Courses
Accounting 5.60 5.15 5.90 5.59 5.66
Finance 5.62 5.38 5.96 5.80 5.73
Marketing 4.12** 4.84 5.36** 5.23 5.30**
Management 5.64 5.04 6.02 5.34 5.50
I\'/Tforma“on 5.09%* 5.09 5.57 5.30 5.27
anagement
Non-Business 5.44 5.16 5.25 5.30 5.52
eSS 5.39 5.08 5.81 5.44 5.43
Non-Business, 5.36 4.82 6.04 5.03 5.28
Undeclared
Means are on a scale from 1-7 (7=most positive impression).
Significance from least significant difference (LSD) multiple comparisons tests are as follows:
*Significant at .1 level
**Significant at .05 level
All significance levels are for differences between the impression scores of accountants and those of other majors.

Relative Importance of Sources of Knowledge

Research question 3c examined the effect of various sources of knowledge on overall knowledge. The four
individual sources of knowledge were regressed on overall knowledge, resulting in an R? of .720, accounting for
72% of the variance. Accounting courses were the most influential source of knowledge, with a standardized Beta
oefficient of .370, followed by personal knowledge of accountants (.322), news reports (.259), and movies/TV
(.159). All standardized Beta are statistically significant. Table 9 summarizes the results.
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Relationship of Knowledge to Impressions

In order to evaluate the relationship between knowledge and impressions (research question 3d), five
regressions of a source of impressions on the related source of knowledge were performed. All F-tests were
statistically significant. The regression of impressions derived from movies/TV onto knowledge from movies/TV
produced (F(1, 299) = 33.462, p < .0001; R* Adjusted = .098, standardized p = .317, p < .0001). Similar analyses
yielded the following: impressions and knowledge from news reports (F(1, 303) = 6.236, p = .013; R? Adjusted=
017, standardized p = .142, p < .013), accountants known (F(1, 268) = 91.670, p < .0001; R? Adjusted= .252,
standardized B = .505, p < .0001), accounting courses (F(1, 252) = 56.375, p = . .0001; R? Adjusted= .18,
standardized p = .428, p < .0001), and overall (F(1, 315) = 54.164, p < .0001; R®> Adjusted= .144, standardized p =
.383, p <.0001).

Table 5
Mean Impressions of Accountants — Factor Two (Personability)
Major Movies/TV News Reports Accountants Accounting. Overall
Known Courses
Accounting 3.33 3.38 4.25 3.93 3.96
Finance 4.06** 4,17+ 4.89* 4.61* 4.52*
Marketing 3.38 3.68 4.04 3.70 3.79
Management 3.81* 3.74 4.61* 3.97 411
Information 3.08* 3.80* 3.82 3.88 3.74
Management.
Non-Business 3.67* 3.70* 4.36 4.06 3.87
Business,
Undeclared 3.73 3.58 4.59 3.88 3.74
Non-Business, 4.30% 3.99 454 4.23 4.17
Undeclared

Means are on a scale from 1-7 (7=most positive impression).

Significance from least significant difference (LSD) multiple comparisons tests are as follows:

*Significant at .1 level

**Significant at .05 level

***Significant at .01 level

All significance levels are for differences between the impression scores of accountants and those of other majors.

Table 6
Summary of Simultaneous Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Impressions Based on Four Sources (N = 201)
Variable (Impressions From) B SEB
Movies — TV (fiction) 175 .037 237***
News Reports 138 .034 201***
Personal Knowledge of Accounts .243 .038 .305***
Accounting Classes 316 .033 446***

Note. F(4, 196) = 80.188, p < .0001, R? =.621, , p<.0001***

Table 7
Impressions of Accountants from Various Sources by Gender
Gender Movies/TV News Reports Achountants Accounting. Overall
nown Courses
Male 4.23 3.98 5.28 4.94 4.89
Female 4.47 4.21 5.65** 5.30* 5.13**

Means are on a scale from 1-7 (7=most positive impression).

Significance from ANOVA is as follows:

*Significant at .1 level

**Significant at .05 level

All significance levels are for differences between the impression scores of accountants and those of other majors based upon
Tukey’s LSD posthoc tests.
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Table 8
Level of Knowledge of Accountants from Various Sources
Major Movies/TV News Reports Accountants Accounting. Overall
Known Courses
Accounting 3.48 3.73 5.07 4,98 4.85
Finance 4.29* 5,21 %= 5.88* 5.93** 5.44*
Marketing 3.66 4.24 4.79 4.68 4.47
Management 3.86 3.86 4,94 5.15 4.58
Information Management. 3.91 4.80* 4.55 5.13 5.00
Non-Business 3.82 3.93 4.88 4.22* 451
Business Undeclared 3.90 4.31* 4.71 4.97 4.57
Non-Business, Undeclared 4.33 3.89 5.71 5.00 5.38

Means are on a scale from 1-7 (7=highest level of knowledge).

Significance from least significant difference (LSD) multiple comparisons tests are as follows:

*Significant at .1 level

**Significant at .05 level

***Significant at .01 level

****Significant at .001 level

All significance levels are for differences between the impression scores of accountants and those of other majors.

Table 9
Summary of Simultaneous Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Overall Knowledge Impressions from
Knowledge of Four Factors (N = 204)

Variable (Knowledge from Source) B SEB B
Movies/TV 139 .040 .159**
News Reports .204 .043 237***
Personal Knowledge of Accountants .263 .038 .322%**
Accounting Classes 313 .040 .370***
DISCUSSION
Conclusions

This research examined three broad research questions. First, what impressions do students have of
accountants at the time of selecting a major and do impressions differ by major? The high R resulting from
regressing overall impressions on each impression source, along with few participants’ naming other sources,
indicated that the research identified major sources of impressions. All majors held positive impressions of
accountants from all sources, even news reports, which would include descriptions of financial scandals. These
results bode well for public acceptance of accountants as competent and credible information providers. High scores
for professionalism are important in that if accountants are considered incapable of performing their duties properly;
their personability may be of little concern.

However, the considerably lower factor scores for Personability are problematic for the profession. While
this result is consistent with Hunt et al. (2004), mean scores of accounting students’ views of accountants’
Personability were less positive in the current study. Poor perceived Personability may impede career success.
Accounting majors’ impressions were similar to those of other majors, indicating that they too view accountants in a
somewhat stereotypical manner as competent but less able to interact well with others. This may provide some
support for Albrecht and Sack’s (2000) assertion that students major in accounting without adequately
understanding the qualities needed in a successful accountant. Reducing the negative aspects (Personability) of the
stereotype while retaining the positive ones (Professionalism) is necessary to attract future business leaders into the
accounting profession.

The finding that accounting courses are highly significant in determining overall impressions may partially
explain Chen et al.’s (2005) conclusion that one’s first accounting course is the most important factor affecting
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choice of an accounting major. This finding also adds importance to the more positive students’ impressions of
accountants from accounting courses than in Hunt et al. (2004). Accounting education may be heeding Albrecht and
Sack (2000)’s call to improve introductory accounting courses. However, the conclusion that accountants are
generally viewed more favorably for professional than personal skills indicates the need for accounting education to
stress the leadership and communication skills required of today’s accountants. Putting the most engaging teachers
in introductory accounting courses may help improve students’ impressions of accountants. Personal knowledge of
accountants’ resulting in higher impressions of accountants than did accounting courses implies that educators
should provide opportunities for direct student contact with accountants.

The second broad research question dealt with gender differences in impressions. Women’s significantly
more favorable impressions of accountants known in both Professionalism and Personability factors may partially
explain females” comprising a higher percentage of accounting students in recent years. These higher impressions
were not due to differences in knowledge or time of selecting a major; these differences were insignificant. These
limited findings may suggest that accounting scandals have not reduced women’s interest in majoring in accounting.
This in turn should lead to continued progress by women into high levels in the accounting field. However,
universities interested in achieving more equality of gender in its accounting majors may need to look for ways to
make accountants seem more interesting and exciting to male students.

The final major research issue dealt with students’ level of knowledge of accountants when selecting a
major. Accounting majors reported lower levels of knowledge of news reports and movies/television than did other
majors. This may indicate that accounting majors did not notice and discount such reports, but were unaware of
them.

Finance majors reported much higher impressions of accountants than in Hunt et al. (2004). This should
indicate respect for accountants by a major group of future colleagues. The fact that those with high knowledge and
impressions of accountants rejected accounting may reflect the importance of job-related factors, such as travel and
working hours, in major choice.

An important result was the statistically significant correlations between knowledge and impressions from
all sources. The more knowledge students obtained, the less likely they were to rely on negative stereotypes. For
most majors, accounting courses taken and accountants known provided the major sources of knowledge, consistent
with these two sources having the highest effect on impressions. These results place additional emphasis on the
need to accurately portray accountants in accounting courses and to provide opportunities for students to meet
accountants.

The finding that students who took a high school accounting course were significantly more likely to make
early decisions to major in accounting implies the necessity for the profession to provide information on current
expectations of accountants to high school students, teachers, and advisors. For example, 12 state CPA societies
offer summer accounting programs, each attracting 20-45 students per year. A successful student program in
Tennessee may be expanded to include high school educators (Frasier, Galbreath, & Moore, 2006). However,
additional programs reaching a wider audience are needed.

Limitations of the Study

There are several limitations of this study. The study was conducted at one medium sized, predominantly
Caucasian public university. Some majors were represented by relatively small numbers of participating students.
This limits the generalizability of the results.

Another possible problem lies with the self-reported level of knowledge, which accounting majors might
inflate to make themselves appear to have made a more informed major decision. However, this does not appear to
be an issue, since accounting majors reported low knowledge of movies/TV and news reports.

Participants reported their impressions and levels of knowledge of accountants at the time of selecting a
major. Those who had selected a major some time earlier might have reconstructed such information by relying

10



Journal of Business & Economics Research — May, 2009 Volume 7, Number 5

somewhat on current impressions.
Future Research

Future research could involve surveying high school students to help determine to what extent impressions
of accountants from accounting courses originated in high school as opposed to college. Future research could
obtain impressions from students from a wide variety of colleges and universities. Examining the effects of race or
ethnicity on impressions of accountants could provide information useful to the profession and educational
institutions in their attempts to attract more minorities to accounting.
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