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Abstract 

All over the country, future college graduates are getting recruited to come work for Big 

4 public accounting firms. The allure of a healthy salary post-graduation, the challenge of a 

demanding career, and the enticing perks that accompany a career in public accounting are a 

few of the reasons why young people ambitiously choose to join a profession that they know 

will comprise of long work hours, demanding clients, and a lack of work-life balance. Often, 

college graduates will enter the workforce excited about the future possibilities, only to find out 

that public accounting is not what they had in mind for a long term career. Or, they already 

have a predetermined mindset to work for a few years in order to obtain valuable experience 

before leaving for another accounting firm or company. 

The purpose of this research and analyzation is to explore explanations for why 

individuals starting out in public accounting typically only make it for a few years. I will be 

exploring why the turnover rates are so high and the best ways for firms to adjust their 

organization in order to retain their employees. I will explore the history of public accounting, 

including specific legislation that has impacted the rigor of work performed. Additionally, I will 

delve into surveys previously conducted and research written on the opinions regarding the 

accounting profession. I aim to narrow it down to a few specific reasons that turnover rates are 

so alarmingly high in public accounting firms, and give suggestions to those firms wishing to 

reduce high turnover rates within their organization. 

Like mentioned above, there are many factors that draw potential employees into a 

public accounting firm. However, it seems there are multiple influences that encourage public 
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accountants to withdraw from the illustrious career that once appeared attractive. To 

understand the reasons behind the high level of employee turnover rates, it is important to 

understand basic information and statistics existing within the public accounting industry. 

Section I: Background Information 

Employee turnover describes the rate in which an employer has to replace its 

employees.1 There are three main phases regarding an employee life cycle: Attraction to the 

organization, developing the talent they need in order to execute the business’s strategy, and 

retention. Retention is related to how successful the organization is at keeping employees who 

have the best capabilities and produce the highest value while also keeping the general level of 

turnover low.2  

The average cost of replacing an employee who makes less than $50,000 a year equals 

about 20% of that person’s salary. These costs include productivity losses during training, 

recruiting, and work that’s lost while that employee’s position is empty.3 It would befit 

                                                           
1 Hamel, G. (n.d.). The Effects of High Turnover in Companies. Retrieved May 07, 2016, from 

http://smallbusiness.chron.com/effects-high-turnover-companies-16572.html  

2 Elkjaer, D., & Filmer, S. (n.d.). Trends and Drivers of Workforce Turnover. From 

http://www.mercer.com/content/dam/mercer/attachments/global/webcasts/trends-and-

drivers-of-workforce-turnover-results-from-mercers-2014-turnover-survey.pdf 

3Neywatch, U. (2012, November 21). How much does it cost companies to lose employees? 

Retrieved May 08, 2016, from http://www.cbsnews.com/news/how-much-does-it-cost-

companies-to-lose-employees/ 
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organizations to pay attention to these high rates and implement various changes among their 

organization in an attempt to keep employees around. 

According to the 2015 National Benchmarking Report, professional staff turnover rates 

in accounting firms who make above $75 million averaged 17%, while one in six of them 

experienced turnover rates above 20%. This turnover among staff has posed a challenge to 

partners- it forces them to take on certain work that they normally would allocate to other 

members of the team. This leads to billing rates increasing at a slower rate than staff salaries, 

ultimately leading to a more prominent pressure to produce at a higher level.4  

Listed below are the voluntary turnover rates of various countries from “Trends and 

Drivers in Workforce Turnover”. The United States has shown increasing rates since the 

recession, and has the highest rates- at about 13%. 

 

                                                           
4 (Inside Public) INSIDE Public Accounting Releases The 2015 National Benchmarking Report. 

(2015, October 1). Retrieved April 26, 2016, from http://www.cpafma.org/articles/inside-

public-accounting-releases-2015-national-benchmarking-report/ 

Figure 1: Elkjaer, D., & Filmer, S. (n.d.). Trends and Drivers of Workforce Turnover. Retrieved May 7, 2016, 

from http://www.mercer.com/content/dam/mercer/attachments/global/webcasts/trends-and-drivers-of-

workforce-turnover-results-from-mercers-2014-turnover-survey.pdf 

 

http://www.cpafma.org/articles/inside-public-accounting-releases-2015-national-benchmarking-report/
http://www.cpafma.org/articles/inside-public-accounting-releases-2015-national-benchmarking-report/
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While Figure 1 shows a big-picture scenario among various countries, Figure 2 below 

drills down to specific industries to show their respective turnover rates.5 The banking and 

finance industry has the second largest rate of turnover amongst all industries at 13.3%, which 

is about 2% higher than the average across all industries (11%). This is noticeably lower than the 

average turnover rate of public accounting firms (at 17%). 

 

There are various “push and pull” factors that contribute to the excessive voluntary 

turnover rates within the accounting industry. For example, a pull factor is the attraction of a 

new job or new experiences. A push factor would be the dissatisfaction with the current job, 

co-worker, or manager, etc. These factors will be discussed at length throughout this 

examination. 

                                                           
5 Bares, Ann. "2014 Turnover Rates by Industry." 'Compensation Force' N.p., 27 Mar. 2015. 

Web. 08 May 2016 

Figure 2: Bares, Ann. "2014 Turnover Rates by Industry." 'Compensation Force' N.p., 27 Mar. 2015. Web. 08 

May 2016 
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Businesses must adjust how they encourage loyalty with employees, specifically 

millennials, or they risk a dwindling workforce. According to Deloitte’s 2016 Millennial Survey, 

two-thirds of millennials express a desire to leave their organizations by 2020.6 Companies that 

are able to understand the reasons that employees wish to leave will have an advantage among 

their competitors.  There seems to be a stereotype regarding the negative characteristics of the 

accounting profession like those mentioned above- long hours, lack of work-life balance, and a 

challenging work environment. Because accounting is a public service business, employees 

make up the most important part of the organization. Investing in strong talent by rewarding 

and encouraging employees should be a core part of a company’s mission.7 This investment will 

aid in retaining the best-performing personnel and ultimately will lead to sustaining the firm 

within a competitive industry. 

Characteristics of Big 4 Accounting Employees 

The people that make up the Big 4 public accounting firms, which are EY, KPMG, PwC, and 

Deloitte are among various ages and backgrounds. For example, if you were to plot the ages of 

EY’s 25,000 US personnel, you would see a barbell-shape. That is, there are a lot of younger 

people, while the middle aged workers only make up a small portion. According to Mary 

                                                           
6 Millennial Survey 2016 | Deloitte | Social impact, Innovation. (n.d.). Retrieved April 25, 2016, 
from http://www2.deloitte.com/global/en/pages/about-deloitte/articles/millennialsurvey.html 
7 How CPA Firms Can Reduce Staff Turnover and Boost Profits. (2015, May 27). Retrieved May 

08, 2016, from http://www.cpapracticeadvisor.com/news/12077704/how-cpa-firms-can-

reduce-staff-turnover-and-boost-profits 

http://www2.deloitte.com/global/en/pages/about-deloitte/articles/millennialsurvey.html
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Stringfield, 40% of EY’s workforce is made up of employees younger than 30.8 To give even 

more of a background, the average age at PwC is 27, while the average age of KPMG in the UK 

is 34. Based on these numbers, it’s easy to see that employees at the firms tend to be younger. 

Recognizing the age of employees within an organization is crucial to be able to cater to 

employees’ needs and implement necessary changes.  

Big 4 firms have already begun to implement various programs incentivizing employees to 

stay around longer. They have flexible work programs, bonus incentives, mentorship 

opportunities, and programs set in place to aid in work-life balance.9 While these initiatives will 

begin to decrease the turnover rates, there are still ways to improve and drill down to specific 

issues that need to be addressed. Specifically, businesses will benefit from focusing on the 

retention of women and millennials in the workforce. Both of these groups make up a large 

portion of the entrance-level positions in public accounting and need to be catered to in order 

to have these high numbers preserved. The following research and examination will bring to 

light several suggestions that will improve the retention of these target groups. 

Women in Public Accounting 

In addition to salaries and average ages within public accounting, it is important to 

understand the gender and race make-up of the firms. According to the AICPA, women and 

                                                           
8 Stringfield, M. (n.d.). News By Topic. Retrieved May 07, 2016, from 

http://www.plansponsor.com/blank.aspx?id=6442477928 

9 MacLean, Erin L., "Reducing Employee Turnover in the Big Four Public Accounting Firms" 
(2013).CMC Senior Theses.Paper 745.http://scholarship.claremont.edu/cmc_theses/745 
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men have been entering the profession in equal numbers, but a higher percentage of males 

stay around to make partner while women tend to leave the firms at an earlier age.10 

Figure 3 below shows there are more women partners in smaller firms. That is, the larger 

the accounting firm is, the smaller percentage of women making partners. 

 

Women are well-represented at entry level positions within accounting firms, but the 

numbers dwindle as they move up the career ladder. While it is slightly unclear where women 

go after they leave the larger firms, these statistics suggest that women who don’t advance in 

larger firms decide to transition to smaller firms, or even create their own business as an 

                                                           
10 "Gender Issues and Business Case," American Institute of Public Accountants (AICPA), 

http://www.aicpa.org/Career/WomenintheProfession/Pages/GenderIssues.aspx; 

Figure 3: Newquist, C. (2015, November 16). Going Concern. Retrieved April 26, 2016, from 

http://goingconcern.com/post/here-s-another-lousy-stat-number-women-partners-accounting-firms 

 

 

http://pcaobus.org/About/Pages/ExternalLink.aspx?redirectURL=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.aicpa.org%2FCareer%2FWomenintheProfession%2FPages%2FGenderIssues.aspx
http://goingconcern.com/post/here-s-another-lousy-stat-number-women-partners-accounting-firms
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alternative.11 Women have come extremely far in the accounting profession over the years, but 

this does not mean there aren’t ways to constantly improve retention and happiness within the 

workplace. Women hold a lot of the talent within accounting firms and it’s crucial to retain this 

top talent to sustain the industry for the future.. 

Women have made up about 50% of the new Certified Public Accountants (CPAs) over the 

past 20 years.12 Additionally, women are making up 51% of managers within the firm, 

suggesting that there are many qualified women who have the potential to make partner. The 

issue is that women seem to “evaporate” from the partnership pipeline and tend to leave 

public accounting after a few years in order to take advantage of careers in industry or 

entrepreneurship.13 Although there are many programs set in place for retention of employees, 

we need to see more progress and results within the firms to retain employees, particularly 

high-performing women. 

Although there is a significantly smaller number of females who make it to partner level, 

there is something to be learned from those who have made it the whole way. According to the 

AICPA, the percentage of partners using flexible work arrangements (FWAs) is largely skewed 

towards women in larger firms. This suggests that although there are more women partners at 

                                                           
11 Women in the Profession. (2015, November). Retrieved April 28, 2016, from 

http://www.aicpa.org/Career/WomenintheProfession/Pages/WomenintheProfession.aspx 

12 "Gender Issues and Business Case," American Institute of Public Accountants (AICPA), 

http://www.aicpa.org/Career/WomenintheProfession/Pages/GenderIssues.aspx; 

13 Leadership in Public Accounting Firms: Why So Few Women?   //. (2014, March 13). Retrieved 

May 06, 2016, from 

http://pcaobus.org/News/Speech/Pages/03132014_Washington_Women.aspx 

http://www.aicpa.org/Career/WomenintheProfession/Pages/WomenintheProfession.aspx
http://pcaobus.org/About/Pages/ExternalLink.aspx?redirectURL=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.aicpa.org%2FCareer%2FWomenintheProfession%2FPages%2FGenderIssues.aspx
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the small firm level, those at the large firm level take advantage of programs set in place that 

allow a flexible work schedule. Smaller firms with ad hoc arrangements should consider 

developing more structured approaches to encourage wider use and large firms should 

recognize the importance of encouraging their employees to make use of FWAs.14 

Millennials 

 Millennials (those born between 1981 and 1997) are a huge generation, even passing 

Generation X’ers as the largest generation in the workforce. Because of this, it’s vital to know 

how to relate to millennials in order to entice workers to stay in the firm and to create a 

sustainable future within a firm. Companies need to figure out the priorities and expectations 

of this generation in order to cater to them in the most effective way. As a young adult, 

different priorities are more prevalent than others when compared to someone that has been 

in the workforce for many years. Time is split between work, family, friends, social life, etc.15 

This makes it difficult to dedicate every important resource to excel in a career, especially at the 

beginning.  

 According to a recent global survey conducted by EY, millennials expect a high level of 

flexibility within a job. Flexibility is becoming increasingly more important to the current 

workforce; 80% of millennials said their top reason to stay in a job was competitive pay and 

                                                           
14 Women in the Profession. (2015, November). Retrieved April 28, 2016, from 

http://www.aicpa.org/Career/WomenintheProfession/Pages/WomenintheProfession.aspx 

15 Greenhaus, Jeffrey H., Karen M. Collins, Romila Singh & Saroj Parasurman. “Work and Family 
Influences on Departure from Public Accounting.” Journal of Vocational Behavior 50 (1997): 
251. 

http://www.aicpa.org/Career/WomenintheProfession/Pages/WomenintheProfession.aspx
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benefits, including flexibility. Additionally, 74% of this generation want colleagues and 

supervisors who support their being able to work flexibly without stigma. Millennials still want 

to have the options to have flexible work arrangements while being on track for promotion. 

Another important factor is parental leave; 86% of US millennials are less likely to quit if paid 

parental leave is offered.16 They are twice as likely as Baby Boomers to have a spouse/partner 

working at least-full time. Consequently, “finding time for me” is the most dominant challenge 

faced by US millennial parents who are managers.  

 Figure 4 shows the turnover rates among different generations. Clearly, millennials are 

not as content to stay in one job as Generation X’ers or Baby Boomers. 

 

                                                           
16 EY - Infographic: Millennials Generation Go. (n.d.). Retrieved April 29, 2016, from 

http://www.ey.com/US/en/About-us/Our-people-and-culture/EY-infographic-millennials-

generation-go 

Figure 4: EY - Infographic: Millennials Generation Go. (n.d.). Retrieved April 29, 2016, from 

http://www.ey.com/US/en/About-us/Our-people-and-culture/EY-infographic-millennials-generation-go 

 

http://www.ey.com/US/en/About-us/Our-people-and-culture/EY-infographic-millennials-generation-go
http://www.ey.com/US/en/About-us/Our-people-and-culture/EY-infographic-millennials-generation-go
http://www.ey.com/US/en/About-us/Our-people-and-culture/EY-infographic-millennials-generation-go
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EY has dubbed this huge generation as “Generation Go”; they claim that if companies don’t 

keep pace with millennials, they could be missing out on top talent within the generation. 

Promotional Structure within Public Accounting 

 The promotional structure within public accounting firms is transparent and well-

known; you know what you’re getting yourself into from the start. For example, if you were to 

join an accounting firm as an audit professional, you would expect to start as a staff before 

moving to a senior auditor a few years later, then becoming an audit manager about 6 years 

from the time you began with the firm. After the manager position, an employee becomes a 

senior manager, and then sometime after that is when the coveted partner level is reached.17 

At each of these promotional levels, new experiences lead to new skills and responsibilities that 

help encourage expertise and increase an employee’s marketability to other firms and 

companies. 

  The positions in the beginning of your career, like the promotion from staff to senior to 

manager is pretty set in stone, unless you either stand out or screw up. The higher up you go in 

the firm, the less structured it appears (in terms of time). That is, making partner completely 

depends on your work ethic and accomplishments thus far in your career, instead of mostly 

                                                           
17 Positions in Public Accounting. (n.d.). Retrieved April 30, 2016, from 

http://www.aicpa.org/CAREER/CAREERPATHS/PUBLICACCOUNTING/Pages/default.aspx 

http://www.aicpa.org/CAREER/CAREERPATHS/PUBLICACCOUNTING/Pages/default.aspx
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based on time at the firm. Only 2% of people entering CPA firms will reach this goal; clearly, not 

many people stick around to try to make it.18 

 Recent research has revealed that if an employee has plans to leave public accounting, 

the best time to do it would be after 3-6 years, prior to receiving the title as manager. At this 

point in an accountant’s career, they have maximized their current position and learned a large 

amount of relevant and useful information, but they are still able to be molded within a new 

career.19 For example, General Mills typically hires 3-4 seniors from public accounting each 

year, compared to hiring just one at the manager level every three years. Often times, 

employees will stick around to hit this threshold, so that their marketability is maximized and 

they are extremely attractive in the open market. 

 Average Age and Salary 

One of the largest pulls to public accounting has to do with the attractive salary offering, 

especially to those coming straight out of school. Additionally, just as the promotional structure 

is fairly set in stone, so are the salary increases as you get promoted. Figure 5 shows salaries 

from the promotional perspective. It also touches on the average raise per position- 17% by 

average raise. 

                                                           
18 Positions in Public Accounting. (n.d.). Retrieved April 30, 2016, from 

http://www.aicpa.org/CAREER/CAREERPATHS/PUBLICACCOUNTING/Pages/default.aspx 

19 Cohn, M. (2012, August 28). Leave Public Accounting after 3 to 6 Years, Says Research. 

Retrieved April 28, 2016, from http://www.accountingtoday.com/news/leave-public-

accounting-coehnen-brothers-63814-1.html 

http://www.aicpa.org/CAREER/CAREERPATHS/PUBLICACCOUNTING/Pages/default.aspx
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For the employees wishing to jump ship after a few years to move on from public 

accounting, there are many alluring factors to do so. One of the main reasons: a nice increase in 

salary. Figure 6 compares the salaries for those employees that stay in public accounting as 

opposed to those who do a “Quick Quit” at year three to go private and also those who quit 

after one year as manager to go private. 

 

 

Figure 5: Newquist, C. (2012, January 25). And Now, Let's Compare Three Different Compensation Scenarios. 

Retrieved May 08, 2016, from http://goingconcern.com/post/and-now-lets-compare-three-different-15-year-

compensation-scenarios 

 

 

Figure 6: Newquist, C. (2012, January 25). And Now, Let's Compare Three Different Compensation Scenarios. 

Retrieved May 08, 2016, from http://goingconcern.com/post/and-now-lets-compare-three-different-15-year-

compensation-scenarios 
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Quitting after year 3 brings a jump in salary that you would be able to enjoy until age 37, or 

partner level within the Big 4 firms. Leaving public accounting after a year at manager brings an 

even larger jump in salary after switching careers. This increase in salary at an early point in 

one’s career is extremely attractive, especially for those who know they don’t have goals to 

make it through the partner pipeline. 

Legislation Affecting the Accounting Profession 

 There are many factors that have changed the accounting profession over the years. The 

following is a timeline of various accounting milestones that have affected the industry. 

 One of the biggest factors affecting the entire accounting profession was Congress’s 

implementation of the Sarbanes Oxley Act (SOX) in 2002. This was enacted due to various 

fraudulent activities within corporations and also related to the lack of transparency within 

large public accounting firms who provided services to these organizations.  

One of the contributing frauds was the one associated with Enron Corporation. They 

were able to find accounting loopholes while using poor financial reporting to hide billions of 

1992: 

COSO Framework

2000-2002:
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2002: 

SOX, PCAOB

2004: 

404(B) IC audits

PCAOB 
inspections of 

audit firms

2005: 
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2007: 
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guidance on IC 

audits

Beginning of 
Financial Crisis

2009:

AS7 Quality 
Control Reviewers

Financial Crisis 
begins to recover 

2010:

Dodd-Frank Act

2013:

Updated COSO 
Framework
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dollars of debt within the company. Additionally, their CFO and other high level executives 

intentionally misled the audit committee and board of directors in regards to various high-risk 

accounting practices. The company ended up filing for bankruptcy, which led to 20,000 

employees losing their jobs and $2 billion in pensions and retirement funds lost.20 The 

accounting firm that audited their financial statements was Arthur Anderson, one of the largest 

five public firms at the time. They were charged with illegally destroying documents that 

would’ve aided in the SEC investigation. This voided its license to audit public companies which 

ultimately led to the demise of the company.21 

 Very soon after, WorldCom’s executives inflated the earnings in the company as the 

telecommunications industry began to decline and they became pressured to maintain a high 

level of earnings. The executives of the company used fraudulent accounting methods like 

inflating revenues and capitalizing items on the balance sheet instead of adding expenses to the 

income statement. The total number of assets had been inflated by about $11 billion total, 

which caused the company to file for bankruptcy in 2002. Arthur Anderson was largely blamed 

for signing off on financial reports that didn’t accurately reflect the company’s financial 

position. This large number of assets made this scandal the largest accounting fraud at the 

time. 

                                                           
20 Gibney, A. (Director), & Gibney, A., Elkind, P., McLean, B., & Coyote, P. (Writers). (2005). 

Enron: The smartest guys in the room [Motion picture on DVD]. United States: Magnolia 

Pictures 

21 Gibney, A. (Director), & Gibney, A., Elkind, P., McLean, B., & Coyote, P. (Writers). (2005). 

Enron: The smartest guys in the room [Motion picture on DVD]. United States: Magnolia 

Pictures 
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 The lack of transparency within these companies and their respective audit firms led to 

the implementation of SOX and other legislation that attempted to increase the confidence in 

capital markets. One of the specific implications of this new law included Section 404, which 

requires CPA firms to perform additional audit work on client’s internal control system.22 This 

leads to increased audit fees charged for audit services, as well as a shift towards developing 

more personal relationships with clients to increase transparency. Additionally, audit teams are 

encouraged to increase interpersonal relationships within the team in order to encourage more 

honest financial reporting. 

 The heightened legislation and regulation within the accounting industry could be one 

of the reasons turnover has increased in recent years. The laws require that the audit teams do 

more work in order to ensure a successful and honest representation of the company’s financial 

statements. This increase in work potentially puts more pressure on employees to perform at a 

higher level in order to satisfy the new laws and regulations concerning financial reporting.23 

 

 

                                                           
22 Chang, Hsihui, Hiu Lam Choy, and Iny Hwang. "Annals of Operations Research." Annals of 

Operations Research 229.1 (2015): 253-64. Web. 25 Apr. 2016. 

<http://link.springer.com.proxy.lib.utk.edu:90/article/10.1007/s10479-015-1826-

4/fulltext.html>. 

23 Chang, Hsihui, Hiu Lam Choy, and Iny Hwang. "Annals of Operations Research." Annals of 

Operations Research 229.1 (2015): 253-64. Web. 25 Apr. 2016. 

<http://link.springer.com.proxy.lib.utk.edu:90/article/10.1007/s10479-015-1826-

4/fulltext.html>. 
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Section II: Reasons for Turnover 

Burnout 

So, what exactly causes employees to come into a firm and then leave it a few years 

later in search of a more suitable career? After a few years in a demanding career, employees 

often experience a burned out sensation that leaves them wanting to change career paths. This 

sensation is one of the factors that contribute to the desire to switch career paths to something 

less demanding. There are three components that make up burnout: emotional exhaustion, 

reduced personal accomplishment, and depersonalization.24  

Of these three components, emotional exhaustion and depersonalization are the most 

strongly related to job satisfaction and turnover intention. As it may appear, emotional 

exhaustion stems from an increase in work demands that drain emotional resources; this is the 

first phase of burnout associated within the workforce. After the increased emotional 

exhaustion, depersonalization creeps in as a protective coping tactic. Lastly, self-assessment of 

reduced achievement is the result of the recognition of the inconsistency between expected 

and actual attitudes.25 These characteristics often lead employees to seek other job 

opportunities to remedy this burned out sensation. 

                                                           
24 Guthrie, Cynthia P. and Jones, Ambrose III. "Job Burnout in Public Accounting: Understanding 

Gender Differences." Journal of Managerial Issues 24, no. 4 (2012) : 390-411. 

25 Guthrie, Cynthia P. and Jones, Ambrose III. "Job Burnout in Public Accounting: Understanding 

Gender Differences." Journal of Managerial Issues 24, no. 4 (2012) : 390-411. 
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It is easy to understand how big of a role that burnout can play in the accounting 

profession, particularly in regards to the busy season. Busy season is typically considered to be 

the first part of the year until mid-April. This is a time where professionals normally work at 

least 60 hour, 6 day weeks and is most likely the most challenging stretch of the year.26 This is a 

time that really can test a new accounting professional and challenge them into new practicing 

new ways of handling stress. There are many people who are not suited for the rigor that 

accompanies this season, thus leading to extended burnout. Firms are aware of these 

challenging months and actively seek ways to help employees find a balance between work and 

life. However, firms need to initially change the mantra by encouraging employees from the 

start to prepare themselves for the busy season. When employees start to prepare earlier, they 

won’t be so shocked when the challenge arrives. Additionally, offering help to the employees 

regarding time management and work-life balance will encourage employees to have a positive 

attitude throughout the season. 

The Attractiveness of Industry 

 As mentioned above, there are several reasons why people choose to begin their career 

in accounting and then subsequently leave for industry or other career opportunities. Jane 

Durant, a partner at WinterWyman Search, lists several reasons to go into industry from public 

accounting. She claims that there are opportunities available at every position. When you come 

                                                           
26 Wilson, S. (n.d.). 8 tips for surviving busy season . Retrieved May 06, 2016, from 
https://www.aicpa.org/interestareas/youngcpanetwork/resources/professionalissues/pages/ti
ps-for-surviving-tax-season.aspx 
 

https://www.aicpa.org/interestareas/youngcpanetwork/resources/professionalissues/pages/tips-for-surviving-tax-season.aspx
https://www.aicpa.org/interestareas/youngcpanetwork/resources/professionalissues/pages/tips-for-surviving-tax-season.aspx
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out of public accounting, your skills are extremely marketable and usable at any level, whether 

you worked at a firm for two years or ten years, you will still find a wide range of opportunities. 

Additionally, there are multiple selections within industry, so you have choices when 

considering where to work post-public accounting. An additional difference within industry is 

that you would only have one “client”; you are immersed in an industry and have the chance to 

become an expert within that sector. Lastly, quality of life is said to improve because your hours 

are less demanding and compensation has the potential to be better than current pay.27 

Leaving Becomes the Norm 

 Another contributing factor to high turnover rates could also be that it becomes be the 

norm to leave after a few years. That is, many people enter the profession knowing they only 

want to work a few years for the experience before using their newly padded resume to find a 

job elsewhere. As evidenced by the charts listed in the “Average Age and Salary” section, there 

is large opportunity to make more money when switching to another industry after being in 

public accounting for a few years. 

 Starting from the recruiting process, it is important to have potential new employees 

form relationships with long-term employees. This will give the new employees a potential 

mentor that can encourage the positive characteristics of the accounting profession and help 

the new employee visualize themselves staying at the firm longer than originally planned.  

                                                           
27 Durant, J. (2013, April 17). Top 10 Reasons to Consider a Change from Public Accounting to 

Private Industry Now. Retrieved April 28, 2016, from https://www.winterwyman.com/blog/top-

10-reasons-consider-change-public-accounting-private-industry-now 

https://www.winterwyman.com/blog/top-10-reasons-consider-change-public-accounting-private-industry-now
https://www.winterwyman.com/blog/top-10-reasons-consider-change-public-accounting-private-industry-now
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 If organizations were to begin the mentor process from the beginning of a person’s 

career, it would be a way to foster new ideals and stereotypes with the profession. It could 

change the way people think of the career as a whole, while also changing their expectation in 

terms of career goals within the firm. Fostering the mentor-mentee relationship should be the 

focus of accounting firms so that employees can begin to see the worth in staying in public 

accounting long-term.  

Section III: How to Decrease Turnover Rates 

Taking into account the research presented about burnout, women and millennials in 

public accounting, legislation affecting the accounting profession, and the attractiveness of 

industry and other opportunities, it is now time to discuss ways to combat these issues within 

the firms. 

Main suggestions for increased retention  

 First, it is important to recruit employees who will be enjoyable people to work with, in 

order to foster a positive work culture. Establishing the mindset from the get-go with these new 

employees is crucial to maintaining a long-term relationship with them. Firms need to request 

that those long-term employees undertake a mentorship role and be involved in the lives of the 

younger employees so that the new employees have an example of someone with a long career 

in accounting. Going hand in hand with mentorship roles, it is important to change the 

stereotype of those expecting to come in and work a few incredibly tough years just so they can 

turn around to an industry job to make more money. Establishing examples within the firm of 
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those who have experienced longevity within the company will ultimately help change this 

stereotype. 

 One of the most important factors in retention success has to do with promoting a 

culture within the firm that is focused on its people. When employees experience a positive, 

welcoming culture, they are less likely to leave for another job. In order for the culture of an 

organization to be positive and encouraging, the positivity must start with the top of a 

company. Establishing a positive philosophy at the top of an organization leads to integration 

among all levels of the organization, thus maintaining a culture that employees want to be 

involved in. Firms should look at employee retention as an integral part of firm culture, not as a 

separate initiative.28 Once this mindset is established within an organization, firms will be able 

to retain employees at a higher rate. 

 Next, there is a perceived stereotype regarding busy season and the extreme stress it 

can put on a person. While firms have already made strides in improving the work-life balance 

among the organization during this stressful time, they need to make sure they’re catering to 

every employee, not just the masses. Each person deals with stress differently, which also 

means they need different methods to cope with pressure and anxiety. For example, some 

employees have children and other family members at home that they want to prioritize during 

work. Other employees wish to have more “time for me” in order to destress and wind down, 

                                                           
28 Brundage, Heidi, and Mark Koziel. "Retaining Top Talent Still a Requirement for Firms." 

Http://www.journalofaccountancy.com/issues/2010/may/20091931.html. Journal of 

Accountancy, 1 May 2010. Web. 7 May 2016. 
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while others enjoy social activities to combat the pressure of the job. Whatever the coping 

mechanism may be, firms need to recognize these techniques and ensure they’re personalizing 

a strategy for each person to obtain a healthy work-life balance. When an employee has the 

opportunity to find the balance amongst a hectic work season, they are more likely to stay at 

the organization. 

Additional Suggestions: Retaining Millennials  

Next, firms need to put in place various programs that cater to millennials in order to 

appeal to this huge working generation. For example, millennials show a huge desire for flexible 

work options.29 Fostering a culture where flexibility is a viable option would ensure that the 

work culture is one that is inviting and positive, thus leading to a larger draw to the career and 

higher retention rates. Accounting firms have already made big moves attempting to retain this 

generation. However, it is important to continue improving these changes in order to cater to 

the large influx of millennials in the workforce. While those wishing to enter public accounting 

have an idea of how challenging and demanding the career can be, there’s still a way to balance 

out the hardships within this demanding profession.  

 

                                                           
29 Buckley, P., Dr., Viechnicki, P., Dr., & Barua, A. (2015, October 16). A New Understanding of 

Millennials: Generational Differences Reexamined. Retrieved April 25, 2016, from 

http://dupress.com/articles/understanding-millennials-generational-differences/ 

 

 

http://dupress.com/articles/understanding-millennials-generational-differences/
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Additional Suggestions: Retaining Women in the Workforce 

It is important to continue researching and educating firms and employees on the 

reasons behind turnover- whether it be due to perceived gender differences or characteristics 

within the accounting firms that lead to burnout. To ensure that this research and education is 

relevant, it is vital to get men and women working together to search for solutions. Obtaining 

various opinions from different perspectives will lead to the joint effort of improving conditions 

within the work force. For example, the American Institute of CPAs (AICPA) has created a 

Women’s Initiatives Executive Committee (WIEC), made up of men and women who are 

engaged in a variety of activities to help women in the accounting profession obtain higher 

leadership positions, while also engaging men and women equally.30 The WIEC works on 

putting together workshops that educate firms on an organizational strategy to recruit, retain, 

and maximize women leaders. Resources like these programs encourage women in the 

workforce and help shape the roles of women within their careers. 

 In order to continually combat women leaving the workforce, it is important to 

continue the creation of programs and resources targeted at women, opening the door for 

growth and the ability to stay in public accounting. It’s important for an organization to 

structure their company so that they can withstand the challenges and avoid losing strong 

talent. 

                                                           
30 The Most Important Issues for Women in the Accounting Profession . (n.d.). Retrieved May 

06, 2016, from 

https://www.aicpa.org/interestareas/youngcpanetwork/resources/career/pages/themostimpo

rtantissuesforwomenintheaccountingprofession.aspx 

https://www.aicpa.org/interestareas/youngcpanetwork/resources/career/pages/themostimportantissuesforwomenintheaccountingprofession.aspx
https://www.aicpa.org/interestareas/youngcpanetwork/resources/career/pages/themostimportantissuesforwomenintheaccountingprofession.aspx
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Conclusion 

 The accounting profession is one that proves to be challenging, regardless of what 

position or promotional level you are at. It’s challenging but necessary to find the balance in a 

career that presents obstacles and high levels of pressure. This ensures that while working a 

tough job, there are still opportunities to feel personally rewarded and content. Employers 

must take it upon themselves to make sure employees feel incentivized and rewarded within 

their occupation.  

 Creating a positive work culture gives employees more of a reason to stay around and 

take advantage of the opportunities offered within public accounting industry. Additionally, 

firms need to integrate employee retention into their overall company mission and goals so 

that turnover fees are decreased, and top talent remains in the firm. 

 Public accounting is not suited for everyone; however, it is crucial to cater to those 

employees who are best fit for the occupation by prioritizing employees as the number one 

resource within a public accounting company. Establishing this mindset will ultimately lead to 

fostering a culture within the company that is inviting and encourages longevity within the firm. 
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