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of British participants completed a questionnaire in which they were asked to
rate eight accountants stratified by nationality (British versus Asian), sex

(male versus female), and experience (great versus moderate). A mixed-design
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1. Introduction

Choosing an accountant

This study concerns the sort of factors that potential clients take into account
when choosing an accountant. It is one of a series of studies concerned with the
choice of a professional like a doctor (Furnham, Petrides, & Temple, 2006), a
dentist (Furnham & Swami, 2009; Swami, McClelland, Bedi, & Furnham, 2011),
a psychological counsellor (Furnham & Swami, 2008) or a lawyer (Furnham,
McClelland, & Swami, 2012). The central question is after experience and exper-
tise, what factors are relevant when a person comes to choose their personal,

professional accountant. It is an extension of various other studies done on the
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choice of specific professionals.

The major interest has been in the medical field. Short (1993) suggested that
patient impressions of their practitioners were formed fairly quickly and shaped
the consultation process. Practitioner choice, as opposed to allocation is asso-
ciated with greater patient satisfaction with the consultation, improved disclo-
sure of information to the practitioner, and more positive patient-practitioner
relationships (Derose, Hays, McCaffrey, & Baker, 2001; Elstad, 1994; Young,
1979).

Much of the literature on patient preferences for practitioners has focused on
a few demographic factors. There is a well-established finding for same-sex prac-
titioners of general medical care (Ahmad, Hansa, Rawlins, & Stewart, 2002; De-
rose et al., 2001; Elstad, 1994; Furnham, Petrides, & Temple, 2006; Kapphahn,
Wilson, & Klein, 1999), particularly when patients present with intimate health
concerns (e.g., Brink-Muinen, Bakker, & Bensing, 1994; Kerssens, Bensing, &
Abdela, 1997; Plunkett, Kohlin, & Milad, 2002). Female practitioners appear to
be judged to have better personal and emotional skills than male practitioners
(Shah & Ogden, 2006) and patients also report more participatory consultations
with female practitioners (Cooper-Patrick et al., 1999).

Patients also show a preference for practitioners from their own ethnic back-
ground (Ahmad et al., 2002; Bichsel & Mallinckrodt, 2001; Kapphahn et al.,
1999; Saha, Taggart, Komaromy, & Bindman, 2000). This may influence pa-
tient-practitioner communication (Ahmad, Kernohan, & Baker, 1989) and pro-
motes patient feelings of participation in the consultation (Cooper-Patrick et al.,
1999; see also van Ryn & Burke, 2000). Patients however seem more accepting of
practitioners from ethnic groups other than their own, especially if the practi-
tioner displays a positive personal manner (Gerbert et al., 2003; Shah & Ogden,
2006).

Professionals’ amount of experience is obviously an important factor. This is
usually expressed by considering the age of the professional but the results of
studies are more equivocal. Some studies suggest that practitioner age does not
influence patient preferences (e.g., Furnham et al., 2006), but other works sug-
gest that patients prefer older practitioners because they are seen as having better
interpersonal skills and are more thorough in the consultation compared with
younger practitioners (Kite, Deaux, & Miele, 1991; McKinstry & Yang, 1994).
Some patients perceive younger practitioners as more up-to-date (McKinstry &
Yang, 1994) and as having better technical and explanatory skills (Shah & Og-
den, 2006). There is clearly seen to be a trade-off between experience/knowledge
and interpersonal skills.

Some studies have looked at factors like practitioner certification, training lo-
cation, and experience (Bornstein, Marcus, & Cassidy, 2000). Patients prefer
practitioners with better qualifications and experience, but also that such factors
may be more important than demographic factors (Bornstein et al., 2000).

Client Preferences for Accountants

There are various studies on the demographic (sex, age, race) and personality
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correlates of the choice of accountancy as a topic of study and a profession
(James & Hill, 2009; Worthington & Higgs, 2003). There is also some research
on culture differences in the choice of auditor/accountant (Hope, Kang, Tho-
mas, & Yoo, 2008). Yet there appears to be little or no research on the factors
potential individual clients look for in an accountant. Inevitably, as with all pro-
fessionals, expertise and experience are perhaps the major factors, but given
these are taken into consideration, what else do they look for and how are these
factors weighted? Because money is still regarded as a taboo among many people
(Furnham & Argyle, 1998), accountant-client rapport is clearly as important as
any other professional relationship like medicine.

This study replicates that of Furnham, McClelland and Swami (2012). A sam-
ple of British participants completed a questionnaire in which they were asked to
rate eight lawyers stratified by nationality (British versus Asian), sex (male ver-
sus female), and age (younger vs older). A mixed-design analysis of variance
showed that there were main effects of lawyer origin (British preferred over
South Asian) but not age or sex. Interactions showed evidence of the “fit” hypo-
thesis found in a number of other, mainly medical, studies. That is people tend
to prefer people of their own gender, age and ethnic background.

This study looks at the same three variables using an adapted questionnaire
and analysis strategy. It was hypothesised that people would favour: British over
Indian-trained (H1); Female over Male (H2) and Older over Younger (H3) ac-

countants.

2. Method
2.1. Participants

One hundred and thirty-one individuals recruited from the general public in the
UK participated in this study. Complete data (complete accountant ratings, par-
ticipant gender and participant age) were available for 115 participants (63
males, 52 females; age M = 32.78 years, SD = 11.86 years). Of the 93.9% who re-
ported their ethnicity, 80.6% classified themselves as Caucasian, 12.0%
Afro-Caribbean, 3.7% Asian and 3.7% as Other. With respect to educational qu-
alifications (reported by 98.3% of the sample), 29.2% had completed second-
ary/further education and 70.8% had a higher education qualification (44.2%
undergraduate degree; 26.6% postgraduate degree). Finally, in terms of marital
status (reported by 98.3% of the sample), 51.3% of participants were single,
26.5% were married, 16.8% were in a relationship, and 1.8% were sepa-

rated/divorced or widowed.

2.2. Materials and Research Design

Accountant preferences. To examine preferences for accountants we adapted a
scale first used by Furnham and Swami (2009). These were their instructions:
We want you to imagine that you have recently been left a great deal of money

(over £2 million) by a relative you hardly knew. You have been advised to get an
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accountant to help you manage this. There are 8 accountants available to match
your assigned needs and you must choose which one you would like to help you
with your accounts to be maximally efficient in safe-guarding your money. All
are fully trained and experienced in the law and accounting practices of this
country, though some have additional overseas experience.

Below are each accountant’s details. Please rate each from 1 (absolutely don’t
want to represent you) to 10 (absolutely would love to represent you). A score of
5 or 6 indicates no strong preference.

They were then presented with a list of eight accountants varying dichoto-
mously on the variables of sex (male vs. female), nationality (British vs. Asian),
and experience (moderate vs. great) (e.g., “William Daniels, a 36-year-old man
who originally trained in Bristol”, or “Sushama Rahman, a 35-year-old woman
and first trained in Delhi”, (a full list of items is available from the correspond-
ing author). Participants rated each lawyer on a 10-point Likert-type scale (1 =
Low preference, 10 = High preference). In previous work, it has been reported
that scales of this type have good psychometric properties (e.g., Furnham et al.,
2006).

Demographics. Participants provided their demographic details consisting of
sex, age, ethnicity, and marital status.

Ethical approval for this study was obtained from the relevant university eth-
ics committees. The authors directly recruited participants from business meet-
ings. Once participation had been agreed, participants completed a two-page
paper-and-pencil questionnaire. All participants took part on a voluntary basis
and were not remunerated for participation. Once participants returned their

completed questionnaires to the experimenters, they were verbally debriefed.

3. Results

Prior to the analysis, a median split was conducted on the ages of the partici-
pants. The median age of the younger group (N = 60) was 23.5 years (Range = 19
- 30 years) and for the older group (N = 55) it was 40.0 years (Range = 31 - 70
years). We then conducted a mixed-design analysis of variance in which partici-
pant gender (female vs. male) and age (younger vs. older) were be-
tween-participant variables, and the gender (female vs. male), age (younger vs.
older) and origin (Britain vs. Indian Subcontinent) of the accountants were
within-participant variables.

Neither participant gender, F < 1, nor participant age, A1, 111) = 2.03, p =
0.16, 77; = 0.02 were significant, and these variables did not interact, F < 1.
There was a main effect of accountant gender, with female accountants (M =
6.24) being preferred over male accountants (M = 5.85), A1, 111) = 9.73, p =
0.002, 77127 = 0.08. There was also a highly significant main effect of accountant
origin, with British accountants (M = 6.58) being favoured over accountants
from the Indian Subcontinent (M = 5.50), A1, 111) = 42.88, p < 0.001, 77; =
0.28. There was no main effect of accountant age, F < 1, but this variable inter-
acted strongly with the gender of the accountant (see Figure 1), F(1, 111) =
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Figure 1. Mean preference ratings as a function of the age and gender of the accountants.
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Figure 2. Mean preference ratings as a function of the origin and age of the accountants.

39.54, p < 0.001, 77127 = 0.26. Simple effects analyses revealed that for younger
accountants, females (M = 6.45) were preferred over males (M =5.49), A1, 111)
= 32.78, p< 0.001, 7712, = 0.23, but there was no gender effect for older account-
ants (female A = 6.03; male M = 6.20), A1, 111) = 1.77, p = 0.19, 77?, = 0.02.
There was also a weak but significant interaction between the age of the ac-
countant and the background of the accountant (see Figure 2), F(1, 111) = 4.26,
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p=0.041, 77[2, = 0.04. For British accountants, age was not a significant deter-
minant of preference (younger M = 6.60; older M = 6.57), F < 1, but for ac-
countants trained in the Indian Subcontinent older accountants (A = 5.67) were
preferred to younger accountants (M = 5.34), H1, 111) = 4.01, p = 0.048, 77127 =
0.04.

There were two significant three-way interactions. The first was an interaction
between the age of the participants, and the background and the gender of the
accountants, A1, 111) = 4.37, p = 0.039, 77127 = 0.04 (see Figure 3). For younger
participants (Figure 3 upper panel) there was a significant interaction between
the background and the gender of the accountants, A1, 58) = 8.39, p = 0.005,
77f7 = 0.13. Simple effects analysis revealed that there was no gender preference
for British accountants (female M = 6.74; male M = 6.86), F < 1, but for ac-
countants from the Indian Subcontinent, females (M = 5.85) were preferred over
males (M = 5.32), K1, 58) = 5.40, p = 0.024, 77; = 0.09. In contrast, amongst
older participants (Figure 3 lower panel) there was no interaction between the
background and the gender of the accountants, F < 1. The second was an inter-
action between the age of the participants, the background of the accountants
and the age of the accountants, A1, 111) = 7.55, p = 0.007, 7712, = 0.06 (see Fig-
ure 4). For the younger participants (Figure 4 upper panel) there was an inter-
action between the background and the age of the accountants, 1, 58) = 9.64, p
= 0.003, 77; = 0.14. Simple effects analysis showed that there was no age pref-
erence for British accountants (younger M = 6.90; older M = 6.69), F< 1, but for
accountants from the Indian Subcontinent, older accountants (M = 5.91) were
preferred over younger accountants (M = 5.27), A1, 58) = 6.22, p= 0.016, ni =
0.10. For the older participants (Figure 4 lower panel) the interaction between
the background and age of the accountants was not significant, F< 1.

Thus the results showed that participants preferred female accountants from

their own country.

4. Discussion

All professionals recognise the importance of client skills and rapport to estab-
lish and maintain good and long-lasting relationships. In any competitive
business, these issues are of utmost importance, after ensuring that the staff are
well trained and experienced. Accountancy, law and medicine share many things
in common including the importance of professional-client communication and
trust.

This study showed as previous research in this series concerned with choice of
counsellor, dentist, doctor and lawyer that people prefer those of their own eth-
nicity/trained in their own country (Furnham & Swami, 2008, 2009; Furnham,
Petrides, & Temple, 2006; Furnham, McClelland, & Swami, 2012). There may be
many reasons for this preference including possible racism but also the belief
that communication will be easier or that “foreign” training is not as good or as
relevant as training “at home”. Whereas medicine and medical practices do not

differ greatly between countries, there are many differences in legal systems and
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Figure 3. Mean preference ratings as a function of the age of the participants, and

the origin and gender of the accountants.

also accountancy though things may be changing through internationalisa-
tion.

There was evidence in this study of a preference for female over male ac-
countants, though there was no participant gender difference: that is, both males
and females showed a preference for a female accountant. Though the study
cannot indicate why this is the case, it is possible to speculate. It is possible that
females are thought of as more thorough or accurate in their work. Equally, it
may be that they are thought to be more emotionally intelligent and easier to
communicate with (Furnham, 2008).

In this study, there was no significant main effect for age, possibly because of
the age range. Had we suggested the accountants were in their 20s (and therefore
very recently qualified) or in their sixties (and near retirement), there may have
been a significant difference. Interactions suggested that among the younger ac-
countants, females are preferred though it is unclear why this is the case. There
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Figure 4. Mean preference ratings as a function of the age of the participants,
and the origin and age of the accountants.

was also an age x ethnicity interaction which showed people preferred older
“foreign” accountants to younger ones, perhaps because it was thought that they
had spent more time abroad and able to learn the language, processes and pro-
cedures better.

This study had, inevitably, certain limitations. This study concentrated on
only a very limited number of factors concerning accountants. We did not con-
sider their personality, social skills, attractiveness, fees, reputation and access all
of which are important, possibly even more important than the factors we inves-
tigated (Furnham, McClelland, & Swami, 2012). Next, we had a relatively small
and unrepresentative sample. Nor did we get evidence of their personal experi-
ence of accountants in any capacity. Nevertheless, we believe this pilot study
may serve as an impetus to further research into the determinants of personal

preferences for accountants.
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