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ABSTRACT. This article examines popular representa-

tions of accountants’ ethics by studying their depiction in

cinema. As a medium that both reflects and shapes public

opinion, films provide a useful resource for exploring the

portrayal of the profession’s ethics. We employ a values

theoretical framework to analyze 110 movie accountants

on their basic ethical character, ethical behavior, and

values. We use factor analysis to reduce 22 personal

characteristics to five factors encompassing two terminal

and three instrumental value sets, which we relate to

ethical behavior. Findings indicate that in popular cinema,

the ethical behavior of accountants is positively associated

with intrinsic terminal values, but negatively related to

competency (instrumental) values.
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Introduction

While every discipline emphasizes the need for

strong moral values, the recent scandals in financial

markets and financial reporting have underscored

their importance for the accounting profession. The

function accounting fulfills in the economic system

is contingent on the profession’s ability to maintain

the perception of high ethical standards. Investors,

creditors, businesses, government, and other seg-

ments of society use accounting information when

making decisions to allocate economic resources.

The efficiency of capital markets depends on the

confidence users have in this information, and

agency theory implies that ethical behavior by

auditors is key to the financial reporting process

(Scott, 1997, p. 298). Accounting standard setters

and practitioners profess their concern with ethical

behavior in their codes of professional conduct and

other public pronouncements. For example, the

President and CEO of the American Institute of

Certified Public Accountants has stated that the

profession’s reputation is ‘‘our most priceless asset’’

(Melancon, 2002). The mission statement of the

Canadian Institute of Chartered Accountants pro-

claims that, ‘‘As trusted financial leaders... we act

with integrity’’ (http://www.cica.ca). Similarly, the

International Federation of Accountants has set up

an International Ethics Standard Board ‘‘to serve the

public interest by setting high quality ethical stan-

dards’’ (http://www.ifac.org/ethics).

Since capital market transactions are determined

by investors’ expectations, it is essential not only that

accountants behave ethically, but that the public

perceives them to do so. This is explicitly recognized

in the AICPA’s standard that requires accountants to

be independent in fact and in appearance. In the four

years since the Arthur Andersen scandal, accountants

have been especially concerned that the unethical

behavior of a few individuals might negatively im-

pact the image of the entire profession.

While a significant amount of empirical research

has developed related to business ethics, the

(un)ethical behavior of accountants has not been

well researched (Jones et al., 2003). Unethical

behavior is difficult, if not impossible, to observe and

self-reports gathered from practitioners are subject to

a number of important biases (Bernardi, 2006; Glenn

and Van Loo, 1993; Randall and Fernandes, 1991).

These difficulties with respect to collecting reliable

data about the actual (un)ethical behavior of accoun-

tants have plagued ethics research and will likely

continue to do so. Thus, research into popular rep-

resentations of accountants’ ethics is all the more

essential. The portrayals may, to some degree, proxy

for actual behavior. More importantly, without solid
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data which counters potentially mistaken assump-

tions, the representations themselves may become a

major factor in how accountants are perceived by

managers and investors.

Survey research can provide a source of evidence

regarding the public’s view of accountants’ ethics.

An alternative means for measuring perceptions

about a profession is to examine how it is portrayed

in media such as the popular press, advertising,

novels, and film. Forms of narrative fiction, such as

novels or film, constitute a fertile field for manage-

ment research (Phillips, 1995), since they allow us to

view members of the business community as they are

presented to other segments of society. The ways in

which a group is portrayed in the media are highly

significant, in that these representations can both

serve as a mirror which reflects widely held beliefs,

and also act as a lens that helps to shape public per-

ceptions (Dyer, 1993).

The purpose of this article is to analyze how

popular cinema depicts the values and ethical

behavior of accountants. The study advances a

stream of previous research that explores how pop-

ular cinema represents attitudes toward different

ethnic groups such as Jews (Friedman, 1982) or

African Americans (Bogle, 1991) and toward various

professions such as doctors (Dans, 1998; 2000),

lawyers (Asimow, 2001), librarians (Walker and

Lawson, 1993), and accountants (Beard, 1994; Cory,

1992; Dimnik and Felton, 2006; Holt, 1994; Smith

and Briggs, 1999). Previous researchers have rec-

ognized that visual images are extremely persuasive

in conveying information to viewers (Epstein, 1998;

Goleman et al., 2002), and that narrative cinema

constitutes an important forum for revealing social

attitudes and influencing modern thought (Jameson,

1991). The ever increasing use of product placement

contracts to guarantee visibility of brand names in

popular films indicates that business is keenly aware

of cinema’s power to shape public opinion. At least

one large public accounting firm has engaged in this

practice to ensure that its name was displayed in 18

films (Edwards, 1997).

Filmmakers sometimes use stereotypes to develop

their characters. Choosing a particular profession for

a character can be used as convenient shorthand to

raise certain expectations in the audience. Recog-

nizing that society already has a certain image of the

profession, a filmmaker may choose to identify an

individual as an accountant in order to establish the

setting in a few broad brushstrokes. For example, the

filmmaker may use accounting to indicate that this is

just an average person who has a boring job or leads

an uneventful life. Of course, once this image is

established, the filmmaker can develop the character

in different directions, creating a situation where the

individual may rise above the everyday routine to

become a hero or succumb to temptation and fall

into villainy. By pushing the character into a new

area, the film itself may contribute to the audience’s

view of how accountants actually behave.

Thus, while some movie accountants remain

within the basic stereotype, others have been

developed into more three-dimensional characters.

An example of the former is the accountant Lewis

Tully in Ghostbusters (1984), while an example of the

latter is the accountant, David, in Shallow Grave

(1994). Played by Rick Moranis, Lewis is a comic

figure, the stereotypical nerdy accountant. Eagerly in

pursuit of a date with a beautiful woman, he is

oblivious to her lack of interest. He is so boring that

he invites business acquaintances, rather than friends,

to his party so that he can use it as a tax write-off and

he even tells his guests the after-tax cost of the food

he serves them. By contrast, in the black comedy

Shallow Grave (1994) the filmmaker employs voca-

tional stereotypes to establish the audience’s first

impressions of his central protagonists (an accoun-

tant, a doctor, and a journalist), and then turns these

ideas upside down as their characters are gradually

revealed to be more complex and quite different

from what we originally expected. The accountant,

David, at first appears more fearful and neurotic, less

daring, and adventuresome than his two roommates.

When the three friends rent a room to a stranger

who dies soon afterward, they find a suitcase filled

with money in his room; the doctor and journalist

want to keep it, but the accountant at first refuses.

However, once he acquiesces, the accountant turns

out to be the most formidable and least fearful of the

three. He is the one who cuts up the body and who

is willing to do whatever it takes (including murder,

when necessary) to ‘‘get the job done.’’

While previous research has examined how cin-

ema has portrayed the general accountant stereotype,

the contribution of this article is to enrich the

context for studying business ethics by focusing

specifically on the depiction of the accountant’s
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ethical values and behavior. After compiling an

extensive database of movie accountants, we use

statistical techniques to develop a robust classifica-

tion of values espoused by those in our sample and to

investigate how these values relate to ethical

behavior. By providing insight into the portrayal of

the types of accountants who are more likely to

engage in (un)ethical behavior and the values that

relate to their ethical decisions, this research con-

tributes to a more complete picture of the image of

accountants’ ethics than one can glean solely from a

survey of opinion polls.

Our article begins with a review of previous

studies of accountants in the media, followed by a

brief summary of the theoretical framework

regarding ethical values. Next, we describe the

development of our research questions, and our data

collection and analysis. We discuss our results in the

context of a values framework and conclude with

some implications of our findings and ideas for fu-

ture research.

Previous research

Previous studies report that the image of the

accountant in the popular press is often negative

(Cobb, 1976; DeCoster and Rhode, 1971). The

headlines of several articles appearing in the Wall

Street Journal in the 1980s describe accountants using

terms such as ‘‘dull,’’ ‘‘aloof,’’ ‘‘sober,’’ and ‘‘wet

blankets’’ (Berton and Schiff, 1990), while a search

of 95 magazines, newspapers, and journals from 1979

to 1995 further confirms this image (Friedman and

Lyne, 2001). Fictional depictions of accountants in

stories, novels, and television have also often been

reported to be either unflattering or humorous

(Bougen, 1994; Cory, 1992; Smith and Briggs,

1999). A study by Ewing et al. (2001) of self-pho-

tographs supplied by the profession for publication

in an Australian business magazine reports that

accountants have been attempting to advertise

themselves as more exciting, adventurous outdoor

types in recent years. However, based on an analysis

of German magazines, Hoffjan (2004) finds that

independent advertisements (not designed by the

profession) present management accountants in an

unfavorable light, depicting them as ‘‘inflexible,

passive and uncreative,’’ creating ‘‘the unappealing

image of a humorless, envious, dissociated and as-

cetic corporate-person.’’

Research on the accountant stereotype in cinema

has reported mixed results. Several studies find that

the portrayal of accountants in the movies is very

negative, using descriptors such as spineless, dull,

tightfisted, insecure, socially backward (Cory, 1992),

dowdy, nerdy, antisocial, incompetent, and devious

(Smith and Briggs, 1999). Some lament that the

profession’s reputation has been ‘‘practically deci-

mated by the fictional representation of accoun-

tants’’ (Holmes, 2002), as ‘‘the film industry gives

the profession a hard time, with accountants either

portrayed as dullards or embezzlers’’ (Anonymous,

Australian CPA, 2002). Holt (1994) finds the char-

acterization to be more evenhanded, reporting that

movie accountants are depicted as dedicated and

better educated than average, although usually sub-

ordinate to others. Beard (1994) sees an evolution

over time in the portrayal of accountants from stock

comic figures that are often dysfunctional to a more

balanced, realistic portrayal of character. Dimnik and

Felton (2006) find that the accountant’s cinematic

image is richer and more complex than previously

reported. They identify five different accountant

stereotypes (Dreamer, Plodder, Eccentric, Hero, and

Villain) and find that at least 70% of these characters

are portrayed somewhat sympathetically. They also

report that films produced after 1980 are more likely

to make reference to specific accounting designa-

tions (such as CPA or CA) and include a higher

representation of women and ethic minorities.

While previous research on the cinematic image

of the accountant has focused on the general voca-

tional stereotype, our study is directed specifically to

the portrayal of accountants’ ethics. Our work ad-

vances prior research by employing a large sample of

films and applying a rigorous statistical methodology

to analyze the depiction of accountants’ behavior

within the context of a theoretical framework that is

well established in the ethics literature.

Theoretical framework

While various theoretical frameworks might be

proposed for analyzing business ethics, not all are

equally appropriate for the research undertaken in

this article. For example, Kohlberg’s (1981) theory
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of cognitive moral development, which has often

been employed in accounting studies, categorizes an

individual’s ethics based not on observed behavior,

but on the reasoning supporting a decision. This

theory is not useful for evaluating the portrayal of

accountants in cinema, since films depict actions and

only infrequently reveal the cognitive reasoning that

underlies the behavior of the characters. A more

appropriate theoretical approach for this study is to

conduct the analysis within a values framework.

Jones et al. (2003) propose research into character as

a factor in determining ethical behavior. One

important element of character is the set of values

recognized as important by the decision maker.

Since values can be inferred from observed actions

(Rokeach, 1973), this framework provides an

appropriate context for analyzing the portrayal of

accountants’ ethics by examining the depiction of

their behavior in films.

Values have been defined as lasting preferences for

a particular mode of behavior or end state over the

opposite mode of behavior or end state. The theory

assumes that values are ordered hierarchically. In a

situation that calls forth more than one conflicting

value, the individual acts on that value which is held

to be most important (Rokeach, 1973). Values relate

to broad tendencies rather than prescriptions for

action in a specific context (Hofstede, 1998): that is,

they tend to function more like principles than

concrete rules. Individuals develop values as a result

of their upbringing, individual personality, and

personal experiences, so that a person’s values will be

influenced by such factors as age, gender, culture,

and religion (Hofstede, 1998). Some consider values

to be almost entirely affective (Hofstede, 1998),

while others conceptualize them as containing both

affective and cognitive components (Rokeach,

1973).

One can classify values in a number of ways. For

example, values can be intrinsic, such as ‘‘happiness,’’

or extrinsic, such as ‘‘success.’’ The most frequently

cited classification system is that of Rokeach (1973).

According to this topology, values that relate to

modes of behavior, such as ‘‘kindness’’ or ‘‘cour-

age,’’ are called instrumental values, whereas values

that refer to end states, such as ‘‘family security’’ or

‘‘a world of beauty,’’ are terminal values. Rokeach

(1973) argues that certain basic values are universal.

Culture and other influences determine the hierar-

chy of the values, rather than their occurrence.

Clearly, not all values relate to ethical decision-

making. Some suggest that instrumental values that

relate to how one deals with others are ethical in

nature, while other values are more competency

related (Fritzsche, 1995; Rokeach, 1973). For

example, ‘‘intelligence’’ and ‘‘ambition’’ are com-

petency values, while ‘‘helpfulness’’ and ‘‘kindness’’

are values that have moral content. Similarly, ter-

minal values may be social or personal. Thus, for

example, ‘‘self-respect’’ is a terminal value that is

personal, while ‘‘a world at peace’’ is more social in

nature. However, researchers sometimes disagree as

to whether certain values relate to ethics, and no

consensus has yet been reached on how values map

into ethical behavior (Allen et al., 2005). For

example, Eaton and Giacomino (2000) classify self-

respect as a personal value because its focus is on self

rather than other, whereas Fritzsche (1995) argues

that self-respect relates to ethics, since one must have

self-respect in order to act ethically.

Rokeach (1973) suggests that we can infer values

from observations of actions. While it is almost

impossible to observe the actual behavior of

accountants, the image of accountants’ ethics may

play an important role in shaping investor confi-

dence and the efficiency of capital markets. There-

fore, we can utilize Rokeach’s framework to

evaluate actions of accounting characters portrayed

in films as a proxy for the image of their behavior

that has been projected to the public. For example,

in Look Who’s Talking, the main character, Molly, is

a CPA who becomes pregnant after having an affair

with a married client. She does not behave as if

telling the truth is a strong value for her, as she

readily lies to her family, colleagues, and friends.

However, she is a compassionate person who helps

care for her friend’s grandfather and a devoted mo-

ther, determined to find a husband who will be a

good father to her son. Her actions indicate that she

places a high value on security and mature love. As

another example, in Executive Suite, Loren Shaw is a

CPA-controller who resorts to bribery and blackmail

in his obsessive drive to become president of his

company. His actions show that he values only

profits and material success, but cares nothing about

honesty, decency, or the well-being of others.
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Development of the research questions

Survey research provides a source of evidence

regarding the image of the accounting profession’s

values and ethics. Several studies undertaken in the

past two decades indicate that business people, stu-

dents, and the public rate accountants highly for

honesty, trustworthiness, and integrity and rank

accountants favorably on these attributes compared

to other professions (Angus Reid, 1994; CICA,

2002; Gallup Organization, 2002; Pinnacle Group,

1989; Yeager, 1991).

In addition to such survey research, representation

in popular cinema provides an alternative source of

evidence regarding the image of the profession’s

ethics. In a film, an accounting character may be

shown either through dialog or plot to be a funda-

mentally ‘‘good’’ person. Alternatively, the dialog or

plot may make it apparent that the accountant is a

‘‘bad’’ person. Where the film does not clearly

identify the character as either a basically ‘‘good’’ or

‘‘bad’’ person, the portrayal may be considered as

neutral. Therefore, our first research question fo-

cuses on the cinematic representation of the

accountant’s basic character:

Research question 1: Do films usually depict

accountants as basically good people?

Research question 1 relates to the representation of

the general nature of the accountant’s character.

However, ethics can also be inferred from how an

individual behaves in a specific situation. A movie

might depict an accountant as a basically honorable

person, and at the same time, the plot might throw

the individual into a predicament where he or she

acts ‘‘out of character’’ due to extraordinary cir-

cumstances. For example, in Hot Spot (1990) Gloria

Harper, played by Jennifer Connelly, is an accoun-

tant who steals from her boss in order to pay a

blackmailer who threatens to harm her stepmother.

Gloria is basically an honest, innocent young wo-

man, who feels her first duty is to protect her family,

and who hopes to make amends to her boss in the

future. Similarly, in Midnight Run (1988) Jonathan

Mardukas, played by Charles Grodin, is another

accountant who steals from his employer. In this

case, Jonathon is an honorable man who did not

realize for years that he was working for the mafia.

When he discovers this, he embezzles $15 million

from his employer and gives it to charity. Although

circumstances lead Jonathon to steal and lie, he is

basically a decent person, kind and considerate of

others, and always trying to do good deeds. When

he is caught by a highly stressed bail bondsman, Jack

Walsh, played by Robert De Niro, he displays

genuine concern for Jack’s welfare. Happily married

himself, Jonathon insists on trying to help Jack re-

solve his marital problems, and he endangers his own

life to save this bounty hunter who plans to turn him

over the police. Our second research question, then,

focuses on the accountant’s actions when faced with

an ethical dilemma:

Research question 2: Do films often portray

accounting characters engaging in unethical behav-

ior?

The values framework posits that the set of values

recognized as important by the decision maker is a

factor in determining ethical behavior. Prior surveys

suggest that accountants, including accounting stu-

dents, practitioners, and professors, seem mostly to

espouse competency and personal values (Eaton and

Giacomino, 2000; Pinac-Ward et al., 1995; Swindle

et al., 1987). Among instrumental values, all of these

groups, in common with most people in the U.S.,

rank ‘‘honesty’’ as highest or near highest (Giaco-

mino and Akers, 2000; Pinac-Ward et al., 1995;

Rokeach, 1973; Swindle et al., 1987). Adjectives

used by accountants to describe other important

instrumental values include: ‘‘responsible,’’ ‘‘inde-

pendent’’ and ‘‘intellectual’’ by accounting profes-

sors (Pinac-Ward et al., 1995); ‘‘diligent,’’ ‘‘alert’’

and ‘‘careful’’ by Canadian accountants (Libby and

Thorne, 2003); and ‘‘loyal,’’ ‘‘responsible’’ and

‘‘ambitious’’ by U.S. accounting students (Eaton and

Giacomino, 2000). For terminal values, most groups

of accountants rank ‘‘family security’’ and ‘‘self re-

spect’’ very highly, and frequently also mention

‘‘health’’ and ‘‘true friendship’’ as important (Eaton

and Giacomino, 2000; Swindle et al., 1987).1 While

honesty is a value that would be termed an ethical

value, most of the other values espoused by the

different accountant groups are competency-related,

and those terminal values that are identified are

mostly personal rather than social values. Our third

research question examines how films depict
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accountants’ values and whether this is consistent

with the findings of the survey research:

Research question 3: How do films portray

accountants’ values? Do the movie characters appear

to espouse similar values to those identified by pre-

vious survey research?

Since we cannot observe either the unethical

behavior of real accountants or the set of values

actually held by those individuals, there is no

empirical research linking these two. However, films

can provide some evidence of popular representations

of the association between accountants’ values and

their (un)ethical behavior. Therefore, our fourth

research question is:

Research question 4: What are the values associated

with accounting characters who engage in unethical

behavior?

Further refinements of this question examine what

differences in value sets might be associated with

accountants who are portrayed as basically good (or

at least not clearly bad), but who engage in unethical

behavior:

Research question 5: What differentiates the values

associated with basically good accounting characters

who engage in unethical behavior and those who do

not?
Research question 6: What differentiates the values

associated with ‘‘neutral’’ accounting characters who

engage in unethical behavior and those who do not?

Data collection

The first step in the data collection was to identify

films with accountant characters. We augmented the

list of films cited in previous accounting studies by

soliciting information from other accounting pro-

fessionals, and by conducting searches of published

movie reviews and Internet databases, including

Cinemania (1997), the Internet Movie Database

(imdb.com 2001), blockbuster.com (2001), and

variety.com (2001). We excluded accountants por-

trayed in minor roles or as extras, since insufficient

information was revealed about the personal values

of these characters to perform a meaningful analysis.

To be included in our study, a movie had to be

available to us in video or film format, and had to

contain at least one accounting character in a main

or supporting role. Our final sample included 110

characters in 91 films (English language or English

subtitled) distributed in North America between

1932 and 2000. Exhibit 1 contains a list of the films

included in this study.

In order to establish a baseline indicating how

accountants have been traditionally depicted in

popular film, we excluded from our study any films

distributed after 2000. While Enron and other

scandals that occurred after 2000 may well affect

future portrayals of the profession, we believe that it

is too soon to test for changes that may result from

these events. Stereotypes evolve slowly over time,

and we would expect a lag before recent develop-

ments are incorporated into the popular image of the

accountant. For example, Dimnik and Felton (2006)

report that films were slow to reflect other changes

in the profession, such as the increased participation

of women and ethnic minorities. At this point in

time, the sample of post-2000 films with accounting

characters is still small and their portrayal of the

profession is still in transition. Some post-Enron

films such as Fun with Dick and Jane (2005) depict

Enron-type accountants, while others such as

Stranger Than Fiction (2006) make no reference to

accounting scandals. Whether or not the portrayal of

the profession changes significantly in response to

recent failures will be evident only after more time

has passed, and a larger sample of post-2000 films is

available for analysis. By establishing a pre-2000

baseline for comparison, we believe that our study

can play a crucial role in any future research on the

evolution of the accountant stereotype post 2000.

Our sample includes popular films with significant

potential to shape the public perceptions of the

accounting profession. Approximately 64% of the

films in our database received some sort of award

nomination, including 26% that were nominated for

at least one Academy Award. We assume that films

that attract such publicity are likely to be seen by a

large audience and have potential impact on public

opinion. About 74% of our sample films originate in

the U.S.A., a finding that reflects American domina-

tion of the English-speaking entertainment industry.
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EXHIBIT 1

Films included in database

Film Date

Accountant, The 1989

Amateur 1995

And Now for Something Completely Different 1972

Apartment, The 1960

Bachelor Party 1957

Billion Dollar Bubble 1976

Billy Bathgate 1991

Borsalino 1970

Bound 1996

Bowfinger 1999

Boy’s Night Out 1962

Brewster’s Millions 1985

Chevre, La 1982

Chicago Syndicate 1955

Circle of Friends 1999

Civil Action 1998

Closet, The 2000

D.O.A. 1950

Dave 1993

Dead Man 1995

Dinner Game, The 1998

Executive Suite 1954

Exotica 1994

Feeling Minnesota 1996

Flight of the Phoenix 1966

For Richer or Poorer 1997

Force of Evil 1948

Frightened City, The 1962

Funland 1986

Garbo Talks 1984

Ghost Busters I 1984

Grand Hotel 1932

Hannah and Her Sisters 1986

Highpoint 1980

Hot Millions 1968

Hot Spot, The 1990

How to Frame a Figg 1971

Incredible Mr. Limpet 1964

Jerry McGuire 1996

Johnny Handsome 1989

Julian Po 1997

Lansky 1999

Lethal Weapon II 1989

Life at the Top 1965

Local Hero 1983

Look Who’s Talking 1989

EXHIBIT 1

continued

Film Date

Look Who’s Talking Too 1990

Love Affair 1995

Love! Valour! Compassion 1997

M. Butterfly 1993

Marnie 1964

Mating Game, The 1959

Memento 2000

Midnight Run 1988

Monsignor 1982

Moonstruck 1987

Music of Chance, The 1993

My Dog Skip 2000

Nick of Time 1995

Nickel and Dime 1991

Odd Couple, The 1968

Oscar 1991

Passion of Mind 2000

Private Function, A 1985

Producers, The 1968

Pure Luck 1991

Rage in Harlem, A 1991

Rogue Trader 1999

Room At the Top 1959

Same Time Next Year 1978

Sammy and Rosie Get Laid 1987

Save the Tiger 1973

Scarlet Street 1945

Schindler’s List 1993

Sgt. Bilko 1996

Shall We Dansu? 1996

Shallow Grave 1994

She-Devil 1989

Simple Plan 1998

Sitting Ducks 1980

Smiling Fish & Goat on Fire 2000

Snowball Express 1972

Solid Gold Cadillac, The 1956

Something Wild 1986

Strike It Rich 1990

Talk to Me 1982

Taxing Woman, A 1987

Union City 1980

Untouchables, The 1987

Where’s the Money Noreen 1995

Zero Effect 1998
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The data gathering process proceeded in two stages.

In the initial stage, we identified potential variables of

interest by consulting several sources including pre-

vious research on the accountant stereotype and psy-

chological studies of the accountant’s personality,

including those employing Rokeach’s Value Survey.

Based on initial coding experiences, many variables

were eliminated as clearly inapplicable. For the

remaining variables, clear definitions of variables were

developed using ordinal scales, with each rank well

defined. For example, the characteristic ‘‘assertive-

ness’’ was measured on a three-point scale where one

was defined as ‘‘generally timid, passive, weak wil-

led,’’ two was ‘‘neutral,’’ and three was ‘‘generally

aggressive, tenacious, strong-willed.’’ In addition to

the values variables, two ‘‘ethics’’ variables were co-

ded for each movie accountant: Ethical and Dilemma.

The Ethical variable relates to the accountant’s basic

ethical character (‘‘basically bad,’’ ‘‘neutral,’’ or

‘‘basically good’’) and the Dilemma variable was coded

based on his or her actions in a specific situation (en-

gaged in unethical behavior or did not do so).

Characters were coded by two researchers. Due

to the time commitment required to gather such a

large database, it was infeasible to have every movie

viewed and coded by more than one researcher.

However, the following procedures were under-

taken to ensure a high degree of intercoder reliability

and reliability over time. After initially defining the

coding variables, both researchers viewed a few of

the same movies independently, and then met to

compare their coding on these. Any disagreements

were discussed, and the definitions on variables were

reworked and further clarified until both researchers

could agree on the code that should apply to a

particular character. The researchers then watched a

few more movies independently, and met again to

see if their coding now matched. Where they still

had difficulty agreeing on a particular variable, the

variable was again redefined in a way that would

enable them to interpret it in the same way.

Initial differences between coders were sometimes

resolved by reducing the categories on a variable to

make the choices more clear-cut. For example,

when the researchers initially tried to code variables

such as ‘‘kindness’’ or ‘‘greed’’ on a five-point scale,

they sometimes disagreed on ‘‘degrees’’ of these

characteristics exhibited by a particular character.

Therefore, these variables were redefined on a

tighter scale – for these particular variables, a binary

scale linked to actions portrayed in the movie. Thus,

‘‘kindness’’ was defined on a binary scale as ‘‘exhib-

ited an act of kindness’’ or did not; ‘‘greed’’ was

defined as ‘‘exhibited an act of miserliness’’ or did not.

In other instances, an ambiguous variable was

redefined as two different variables. For example,

initially we had only one variable to code a character

as ethical or not. After coding a few movies, the

researchers realized that they needed two variables

that were less ambiguous: the Ethical variable, which

related to the accountant’s basic ethical character and

the Dilemma variable which was coded based on the

character’s actions in a specific situation (engaged in

unethical behavior or did not do so). Once the

variable was redefined more narrowly and linked to

an observed action when possible, the researchers

could agree on how to code the variable.

This process was reiterated (watching movies

independently and then comparing notes and rede-

fining variables) until it was determined that both

researchers were interpreting and coding all variables

in the same way. At that point, we were confident that

new movies could be coded independently with a

high degree of interrater reliability. In the final stage of

the data gathering process, the remaining films were

viewed independently and coded based on application

of the definitions that had been developed over several

meetings held over several years. About 53% of the

final sample was viewed by both researchers.

Results

Research questions 1 and 2

To address research questions 1 and 2, we categorize

the observations in our sample in a 3� 2 table

(Table I) composed of three levels of the Ethical

variable and two levels of the Dilemma variable.

As indicated in Table I, accountants portrayed as

basically ‘‘bad’’ always engage in some unethical

behavior. This finding is not surprizing. How could

we code an accountant as ‘‘bad’’ if the character

never appeared to engage in any unethical behavior?

More interesting is the result that both ‘‘neutral’’ and

‘‘good’’ accountants are seen as nearly equally likely

to behave in an unethical manner as to withstand

temptation.
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Research question 3

To explore popular representations of accountants’

values as depicted in the films, we begin with the 22

values coded for each movie character, as listed in

Table II.

We employ an exploratory factor analysis to

reduce these variables to a more manageable and

interpretable set of personal dimensions. Since theory

would say that different values can be related (Rok-

each, 1973), an oblique rotation is used. In the final

solution, variables which did not load significantly on

TABLE I

Cross tabulation of basic character with behavior

Dilemma (behavior) variable Totals

Unethical behavior No unethical behavior

Ethical (basic value set) variable ‘‘Bad’’ 18a 0 18

Neutral 13b 16c 29

‘‘Good’’ 35d 28e 63

Totals 66 44 110

a‘‘Bad’’ accountants who behave unethically.
bNeutral accountants who behave unethically.
cNeutral accountants who behave ethically.
d‘‘Good’’ accountants who behave unethically.
e‘‘Good’’ accountants who behave ethically.

TABLE II

Coding of values

Sincerity 1 = generally insincere/devious 2 = neutral 3 = generally sincere/straight-forward

Sensitivity 1 = generally insensitive/cold/callous 2 = neutral 3 = generally sensitive/caring/tender

Civility 1 = generally impolite and impatient 2 = neutral 3 = generally polite and patient

Kindness 1 = exhibits no act of charity or kindness 2 = exhibits an act of charity or kindness

Courage 1 = generally cowardly/easily frightened/wimpy 2 = neutral 3 = generally brave/heroic/intrepid/spunky

Aggression 1 = generally timid, passive, weak-willed 2 = neutral 3 = generally aggressive, tenacious, strong willed

Greed 1 = exhibits no act of cheapness or miserliness 2 = exhibits an act of cheapness or miserliness

Activity 1 = sedentary (always sitting/lying down) 2 = some movement (standing, walking) 3 = physically active

Optimism 1 = generally pessimistic 2 = neutral 3 = generally optimistic

Happiness 1 = generally serious, worried, sober 2 = neutral 3 = generally smiling, pleasant, happy

Calmness 1 = generally nervous/neurotic/anxious 2 = neutral 3 = generally calm/relaxed/easy-going

Sexiness 1 = never discusses or shows interest in sex 2 = discusses or shows interest in sex

Power 1 = weak/subservient/no power or authority 2 = neutral 3 = powerful/leader/respected

Sophistication1 = nerd/beancounter/bookworm/naive 2 = neutral 3 = cultured/refined/glamorous/sophisticated

Humor 1 = demonstrates no sense of humor 2 = neutral 3 = demonstrates some sense of humor

Wisdom 1 = gives no advice/insights/philosophies of life 2 = gives advice/insights/philosophies of life

Luck 1 = generally unlucky 2 = neutral 3 = generally lucky

Practicality 1 = generally pragmatic/hardnosed 2 = neutral 3 = generally dreamer/impractical

Wealth 1 = poor 2 = neutral 3 = wealthy

Skill 1 = is a poor/unskilled accountant 2 = neutral 3 = is a good/skilful accountant

Intelligence 1 = generally stupid 2 = neutral 3 = generally intelligent

Ambition 1 = unambitious 2 = neutral 3 = ambitious
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one of the five factors were dropped from the anal-

ysis. Table III shows the loading of the characteristics

on the five factors.

The first factor includes values that relate to

modes of behavior, that is, instrumental values.

With the exception of greed, all the variables that

load on this factor (sincerity, kindness, civility,

sensitivity, and sense of humor) represent the ability

to relate to others, and thus relate to ethical

behavior. Greed loads negatively on this factor,

indicating that those who are careful to treat their

fellow humans with respect are not generally seen

as greedy. We have labeled this factor Decency. The

second factor clearly comprises values that refer to

end states, or terminal values: expertise, intelli-

gence, sophistication, wealth, and power. These

values would be classified as personal values, that is,

they do not relate to ‘‘greater good’’ types of

desires such as world peace. We have labeled this

factor Success. The third factor again contains

terminal values, but these are intrinsic values

(happiness, optimism, and calmness) rather than the

more extrinsic values of factor two. We have la-

beled this factor Contentment. Three variables load

on the fourth factor: calmness, courage, and asser-

tiveness. These are instrumental values and we la-

beled the factor Strength. The last factor also

comprises instrumental values: ambition, skill, and

intelligence. We labeled this factor Competency.

Because the factors are estimated during the

analysis process as potentially correlated by using an

oblique rather than an orthogonal rotation, it is

possible to report correlations between factors.

These correlations are shown in Table IV.

Table IV indicates that Decency is positively re-

lated to Contentment (at the 0.05 level) and Success

is positively correlated with both Strength and

Competency (at the 0.01 level). Since these factors

relate to each other as one would expect they

should, the correlations shown in Table IV provide

good support for the criterion validity for our factor

analysis.

TABLE III

Factor analysis

Variables Decency Success Contentment Strength Competency

Humor 0.615

Sincerity 0.778

Sensitivity 0.876

Civility 0.719

Greed )0.576

Kindness 0.712

Expertise 0.542

Wealth 0.617

Power 0.747

Sophistication 0.733

Intelligence 0.572

Calmnessa 0.620

Optimism 0.834

Happiness 0.807

Assertiveness 0.762

Calmnessa 0.504

Courage 0.837

Ambition 0.600

Intelligence 0.608

Skill 0.879

Factor loadings based on principle components factor analysis with an oblique rotation.
aWhile Calmness loads on two factors, this is not an issue since an oblique rotation was used and factors are not constrained

to be independent of each other.
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Research question 4

The results of the factor analysis are used to explore

what values are associated with accounting charac-

ters who engage in unethical behavior. We perform

a logistic regression analysis on the Dilemma variable

to examine which combination of factors is most

predictive of unethical behavior. Table V shows the

results of the regression. Only two factors are

significant predictors of unethical behavior: Con-

tentment has a highly significant negative coefficient

and Competency has a highly significant positive

coefficient.

Research questions 5 and 6

We perform ANOVAs separately on the ‘‘good’’

movie accountants and the neutral accountants to

examine which factors were significant in deter-

mining which characters in each group would ulti-

mately decide to perform an unethical act.

Table VI shows that the ‘‘good’’ accountants who

engage in unethical behavior are portrayed as more

Competent, but less Content, and possessing less

Strength than those who remain ethical. Table VII

indicates that the only significant difference between

neutral accountants who engage in unethical

behavior or those who do not is that the latter have

more Strength.

Discussion of results

Table I suggests that the portrayal of the ethics of

accountants is mixed and may not be as positive as

some opinion polls have suggested, or as would be

desirable for the profession. Out of 110 accountants in

TABLE IV

Correlations among factors

Decency Success Contentment Strength Competency

Decency 1 )0.074 0.202* )0.008 )0.084

0.439 0.034 0.936 0.380

Success 1 0.096 0.290** 0.377**

0.317 0.002 0.000

Contentment 1 0.136 0.045

0.156 0.643

Strength 1 0.185

0.052

Competency 1

*Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

Table contains Pearson Correlations with 2-tailed significance tests.

TABLE V

Logistic regression

B S.E. Wald df Sig. Exp(B)

Decency )0.376 0.241 2.428 1 0.119 1.456

Success 0.116 0.247 0.222 1 0.637 0.890

Contentment )0.482 0.240 4.057 1 0.044 1.620

Strength )0.258 0.238 1.174 1 0.279 1.295

Competency 0.903 0.269 11.276 1 0.001 0.405

Constant 0.524 0.225 5.419 1 0.020 0.592

Dependent variable = Dilemma (1 = Ethical, 2 = Unethical).
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our sample, 18 (over 16%) are depicted as basically

dishonest characters. In addition, 60% engage in some

clearly unethical act. Those acts range from lying to

fraud to murder and even multiple murders. Obvi-

ously, this does not mean that the public (or Holly-

wood) views most practicing accountants as unethical,

since films, by their nature, often deal with situations

outside of the everyday occurrences in a normal

business environment. However, it does suggest a

perception that even basically honest accountants may

often not be able to resist temptation.

The factor analysis successfully classified the values

into two sets of terminal values, Success and Con-

tentment, and three instrumental values, Decency,

Strength, and Competency. As noted earlier,

instrumental values are associated with modes of

behavior and may be classified into (i) those that

relate to ethics and pertain to how one deals with

others and (ii) those that are related to competency.

Decency falls under the ethical classification, while

Strength and Competency are competency values.

According to the values survey research cited earlier,

accountants themselves often espouse competency

values (for instrumental values) and personal values

(for terminal values). It is interesting to note that

four out of the five factors identified in this study are

either competency or personal values. This provides

some evidence that accountants as portrayed in the

TABLE VI

Differences between honest accountants who behave unethically and who do not

Mean square Average for unethical Average for ethical F Sig.

Decency Between groups 0.921 0.58 0.34 2.720 0.104

Within groups 0.339

Success Between groups 0.385 )0.04 )0.20 0.420 0.520

Within groups 0.918

Contentment Between groups 5.740 )0.27 0.33 5.681 0.020

Within groups 1.010

Strength Between groups 3.796 )0.26 0.24 4.046 0.049

Within groups 0.938

Competency Between groups 5.947 0.23 )0.39 7.144 0.010

Within groups 0.833

ANOVA analysis with subsample of ‘‘good’’ accountants. Dependent variable is Dilemma.

TABLE VII

Differences between neutral accountants who behave unethically and who do not

Mean square Average for unethical Average for ethical F Sig.

Decency Between groups 1.412 )0.36 0.08 2.038 0.165

Within groups 0.693

Success Between groups 0.112 0.04 )0.08 0.125 0.727

Within groups 0.895

Contentment Between groups 0.470 )0.11 0.14 0.535 0.471

Within groups 0.878

Strength Between groups 4.516 0.52 )0.29 5.611 0.025

Within groups 0.805

Competency Between groups 1.561 )0.002 )0.47 2.033 0.165

Within groups 0.768

ANOVA analysis with subsample of neutral accountants. Dependent variable is Dilemma.
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popular cinema do accurately reflect the way real-life

accountants see themselves.

It is not surprizing that Success is found to be

strongly related to both Competency and Strength,

nor that basically decent people are portrayed as also

being content. While these relationships clearly do

not always hold in the real world or in the films, they

would commonly be ‘‘expected,’’ and to that degree

provide some support for our factors in terms of

criterion validity.

According to theory, the only factor that should

have been predictive of ethical behavior is the

Decency factor. Decency is the one factor that

relates to interpersonal relationships, and may

measure the ability of the individual to understand

dilemmas from other perspectives and to consider

the impact of a decision on other stakeholders.

Thus, the result that Decency is not depicted as

relating to ethical behavior is an important finding.

This result supports the findings reported in

Table I that even accountants who are portrayed

sympathetically as ‘‘good’’ people are shown to do

unethical things.

The finding that Competency is presented as

strongly related to unethical behavior may be

interpreted in two ways. It could indicate a common

belief that, in order to successfully perpetrate

unethical acts, a high degree of ability is necessary.

Alternatively, it may be consistent with the general

perception that ‘‘smart’’ people are more likely to

become corrupt and take advantage of those who are

less competent (consistent with the characterization

of Enron’s executives as ‘‘the smartest guys in the

room’’). For example, in The Solid Gold Cadillac

(1956), accountant Clifford Snell (played by Fred

Clark), Vice-President and Treasurer, is portrayed as

the most intelligent and commanding person on the

Board of Directors, but is so ruthless and insensitive

that the narrator (George Burns) says he ‘‘wouldn’t

trust him with a dime.’’ The linking of competency

and unethical behavior is potentially a difficult one

for the accounting profession. Accountants tend to

value competency and to work hard at projecting

that image (Bougen, 1994). If this is seen as an

indication of high potential to commit unethical

acts, the traditional image of the accountant may be

in need of adjustment.

The relationship of Contentment and ethical

behavior is positive. That would be consistent with a

belief that contented people do not have the

incentive to commit unethical acts. Alternatively,

the assumption may be that those who behave

unethically are not happy due to the nature of the

action they have undertaken. In either case, this

finding suggests that some values beyond hard work

and professionalism may be important in assessing

accountants’ ethics. In the films, at least, highly

personal qualities such as optimism, happiness, and

calmness are more positively correlated with ethical

behavior than accounting skill and intelligence.

The ANOVAs indicate that the regression finding

about Competency and Contentment may be driven

to a large extent by the portrayal of the ‘‘good’’

accountants. Those who are content and not out-

standingly skillful, but who have inner strength can

be expected to behave ethically. On the contrary, for

the neutral accountants (those who are not shown as

basically ‘‘good’’ or ‘‘bad’’), unethical behavior is

associated only with a lack of inner strength. Taken

together, these results may indicate the view that

people will remain ethical only if they possess the

calmness, courage, and assertiveness to resist temp-

tation.

Since the films in our sample span several decades

(from 1932 to 2000), we performed a longitudinal

analysis on our data to see if our results might vary

across time. We followed a methodology similar to

that employed by Dimnik and Felton (2006), who

split their data into sub-periods to test for longitu-

dinal changes in specific dimensions of the accoun-

tant’s cinematic stereotype. We reran our tests over

four sub-periods: (1) 1960 and earlier; (2) 1961–

1980; (3) 1981–1990; and (4) 1991–2000.2 We

reproduced Table I for each of the four periods and

used Chi-squared statistics to test for differences

across time. We found no statistically significant

differences across the four periods. This result also

held true for the main part of our analysis. The mean

factor score for each of the five factors was not sta-

tistically different across the four periods. In addi-

tion, we performed a longitudinal analysis on the

logistic regressions that show the relation of these

factors to ethical behavior. We reran the regression

twice: once with date as a continuous variable and

once using a dummy variable representing the four

time periods listed above. In both cases, date was not

a significant covariate in the regression. Further, the

inferences from the regression remained qualitatively
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unchanged. As a result of these tests, we are confi-

dent that the results reported for our whole sample

did not vary significantly over the time period

covered by our study.

Conclusion

To the extent that films both reflect and shape

widely held beliefs, our study provides several

interesting insights into the image of accountants’

ethics. The virtues the profession values most, such

as those associated with auditor competency, are

not the factors that have been depicted as important

determinants in influencing the accountant to act

ethically. Moreover, values that accountants have

typically ranked as less important, such as those

associated with personal happiness, are portrayed as

important predictors of moral behavior. These re-

sults suggest that we may be more likely to expect

unethical conduct from accountants who project a

highly competent, but serious, anxious demeanor

than from those who may be less technically skilled,

but who appear more pleasant, optimistic, and

calm. This is probably not the image that most

accountants have of themselves, nor the image that

the profession aims to project. However, it does

seem to be the cinematic stereotype of the honest

accountant.

Mann (2002) suggests ‘‘stereotypes come from

truths that exist in a culture.’’ While perhaps

incongruent with the profession’s own self-image,

the cinematic portrayal of accountants’ ethics appears

to be not entirely unfounded, given the infamous

business scandals of recent years. Bougen (1994)

provides some evidence that the stereotype of the

accountant has recently shifted away from the bor-

ing, conservative, detail-oriented image of the past,

and that this change may be damaging to the cred-

ibility of the profession. The recent frauds are not

generally attributed to a lack of accounting compe-

tency among the players involved – often, just the

reverse was true. Walter Pavlo, a senior manager

who was convicted for his embezzlement at MCI,

argues that his crimes arose, not from a lack of

accounting competency, but from a business envi-

ronment that was bereft of morality (Pavlo, 2004).

He describes this as a culture that was greedy, callous,

devious, and impatient for success. Interestingly,

Pavlo also talks about how his extrinsic success at

MCI was accompanied by high levels of worry,

stress, and anxiety, which would tend to confirm our

findings that Contentment is more often associated

with ethical behavior than with unethical.

What lesson might be taken from our finding of

this discrepancy between accountants’ views of

professional virtue and the image of their ethical

behavior, as portrayed in popular film? Perhaps

accounting firms and the accounting profession

could improve their public image by expending less

effort on extolling their technical competency, and

direct more attention to emphasizing other values

that society deems as even more important. Our

finding that intrinsic personal rewards are viewed as

more strongly associated with moral behavior than

are competency or extrinsic success is consistent

with those who argue for both (i) the benefits of a

more liberal arts component to a business education,

and (ii) the use of more creative human resource

practices in accounting firms.

Since our sample of films does not extend beyond

the year 2000, this study cannot comment about any

changes in the image of the accountants’ ethical

behavior subsequent to the well-publicized

accounting scandals of 2001 and 2002. We believe

that an obvious avenue for future research will be to

look at films that have been released in the decade

after 2000 to see whether the image of accountants’

ethics has changed during this period. Another

interesting project might entail a comparison of the

ethical behavior of accountants with that of other

professions as depicted in the films.

Notes

1 We cannot make sweeping assertions about compar-

isons between groups, since many of these studies use

different instruments (Rokeach’s Value Scale, Schwartz

Value Questionnaire, or some other ad hoc instrument)

and different measurement techniques (rankings or rat-

ings) and not all report both instrumental and terminal

values.
2 Since our analysis was limited to those films that

were available to us through rental or purchase, more of

our sample is concentrated in the later periods, as more

recent films are more accessible than older ones. The

numbers of observations in each of the four sub-peri-

ods, respectively, were 19, 19, 29 and 43.
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