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ABSTRACT
“It’s the people.” That is the response an undergraduate hears when asked why PwC?
Why EY? Why Deloitte? Why KPMG? But what does that really mean? How different
can one “Big Four” professional service firm be from another? They all offer the same
services, recruit for the same skills, and have offices in the same cities. How different can
their employees really be? While plenty of research exists on the personality types of
accountants, no publicly available research has examined personality differences between
the “Big Four” firms. Through administering a NEO Five Factor Inventory personality
test to former and current interns and staff, I’ve concluded that there are no significant
differences among the recruits of the firms or service lines. Maybe it is the people, but
one would be able to find those newly hired people at any Big Four firm.
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Introduction

Recently, multiple studies have examined how the personality types of accountants
differs from the general population (Aranya & Wheeler, 1985; Swain & Olsen, 2012; Wheeler,
2001; Schloemer & Schloemer, 1997); however, none have examined how personality types
differ among the “Big Four” professional service firms. Prior studies have examined culture
differences among the then “Big Eight” accounting firms and show evidence that significant
cultural differences can be found in rank (Pratt & Beaulieu, 1992), service lines (Pratt &
Beaulieu), and among the firms (Carpenter et al, 1994; Williams & Dirsmith, 1988; Dirsmith &
Haskins, 1991).
This study examines differences in personality types that exist among recruits across the
Big Four public accounting firms (Deloitte, PwC, EY, KPMG) and service lines using the “Big
Five” personality traits as a measure. The “Big Five” personality traits are five broad dimensions
of personality that are used to describe human personality. They are comprised of extraversion,
agreeableness, conscientiousness, neuroticism and openness, and are defined below:

Extraversion: one’s level of sociability and enthusiasm
Agreeableness: one’s level of friendliness and kindness
Conscientiousness: one’s level of organization and work ethic
Neuroticism: one’s emotional stability or maladjustment.
Openness: one’s level of creativity and curiosity
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Accounting students are heavily recruited by the Big Four firms and often limit
themselves to employment with one firm based on reputation; similarly, some recruiters may
potentially limit themselves to one type of student based on facts they obtain from a resume. In an
Accounting Today article from July 2013, an audit partner at Selm Johnson—a small, Omaha,
Nebraska-based firm—stated, “There is definitely a difference in culture and the types of
personalities that are successful from firm to firm. The type of person who fits best in one firm
may not fit into or succeed in another.” This study will attempt to gain insight on which
personality types tend to align with different firms.
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Five-Factor Model of Personality

After speaking with Dr. Ken Levy from the Penn State University Laboratory for
Personality, Psychopathy, and Psychotherapy Research, the Five-Factor model was chosen to
assess personality for several reasons. It is regarded by most psychologists as the most widely
accepted method among personality researchers. It is able to account for different personality
traits without overlapping and it shows consistency in interviews, self-descriptions, and
observations. This structure also seems to be found across a wide range of participants of
different ages and of different cultures. The Five-Factor personality method also had an
established means of testing and quantifying data, making surveying and analysis more efficient.
The Five-Factor model provides a comprehensive sketch of an individual’s personality
that summarizes his or her emotional, interpersonal, experiential, attitudinal and motivational
styles. As mentioned above the five domains measured in this model are extraversion,
agreeableness, conscientiousness, neuroticism, and openness. Each domain is a scale, with
normal, bell-shaped distributions in the general population. Therefore, there is no score that
separates people who have and don’t have a trait. Most people would score around the average
and show a combination of tendencies from each side of the scale of each domain; these
individuals are referred to as “ambiverts.” Those who score at the extremes of a scale
demonstrate either a pervasiveness or dearth of that trait and will likely exhibit distinctive
features of that domain.
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Extraversion
Extraversion is a measure of one’s sociability, ranging from introverted to extraverted.
Individuals who score high on the extraversion scale are extraverts. These individuals like large
social gatherings, talking, and are said to “re-charge” by interacting with others. They are also
assertive, gregarious, and active--enjoying excitement and stimulation. Extraverts generally have
a blithe disposition. Individuals who score low on the extraversion scale are introverts. These
individuals are prefer interacting with small groups of people, are reserved, and are said to “recharge” by being alone. They are independent, even-paced, and while they do not suffer from
social anxiety, they do prefer to be on their own (Costa & McCrae, 1992).

Agreeableness
Agreeableness is an interpersonal dimension, like extraversion, and measures of one’s
friendliness and kindness, and ranges from agreeable to antagonistic. Individuals that score high
on the agreeableness scale are altruistic, sympathetic, empathetic, cooperative, and maternal.
They also believe that others will reciprocate these same qualities. Individuals that score low on
the agreeableness scale are egocentric, competitive, cynical, sometimes manipulative, and
skeptical of others (Costa & McCrae, 1992).

Neuroticism
Neuroticism is the most ubiquitous domain of the five. It measures one’s susceptibility to
psychological distress, ranging from emotionally stable to emotionally maladjusted or neurotic.
This domain includes one’s tendency to experience fear, sadness, embarrassment, anger, guilt,
and disgust. Individuals who score high on the neuroticism scale tend to be irrational, impulsive,
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and cope poorly with stress. Individuals who score low on the neuroticism scale tend to be eventempered, relaxed, and able to cope with stress in a healthy manner (Costa & McCrae, 1992).

Conscientiousness
Conscientiousness measures one’s level of self-discipline, ranging from conscientious to careless.
The core facets of conscientiousness relate to one’s ability to plan, organize, and complete tasks.
Individuals that score high on the conscientious scale are determined, reliable, and purposeful in
their actions. High conscientious scores are often associated with high academic and occupational
achievement. Individuals that score low on the conscientiousness scale are less able to apply the
characteristics of conscientiousness when completing tasks. They are listless and indolent in
pursuing goals. In addition, there is some evidence low-scores tend to be more hedonistic than
average (Costa & McCrae, 1992).

Openness
Openness to experience measures one’s creativity and curiosity ranging from open to
closed. Openness is comprised of imagination, aesthetic sensitivity, attentiveness to inner
feelings, preference for variety, curiosity, and independent thinking. Individuals that score high
on the openness scale are inquisitive, often questioning the world around them as well as their
own thoughts and cognizance. They often have progressive or avant-garde ideas and values.
These individuals experience emotions more acutely than others. Individuals who score low on
the openness scale tend to be conventional. They prefer the familiar and tend to live more
conservative lives. Closed individuals have more subdued emotional responses to events than
open individuals (Costa & McCrae, 1992).
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Literature Review and Hypotheses

Firm Personality
I theorize personality types vary across the Big Four public accounting firms. In his
study, Audit Technology and Preferences for Auditing Standards, Kinney (1986) used evidence
compiled from interviews with members of the Auditing Standards Board to develop a
classification scheme for firm structure. The structured firms included Deloitte, Haskins & Sells
and Touche Ross, which would later merge in 1989. This category also included Peat, Marwick,
Mitchell & Co, which would merge with Klynveld Main Goerdeler in 1987 to form KPMG. The
intermediate firms included Arthur Young and Ernst & Winney, which would also merge in 1989.
Arthur Andersen was also included in this category, and while the company dissolved after the
Enron scandal, Ernst & Young obtained many of its clients and professional staff. The
unstructured firms included Coopers& Lybrand and Price Waterhouse, which would merge in
1998. The fact that firms merged with similarly-structured firms implies that there are cultural
and personality differences among firms which differentiate them from one another.
Building off Kinney’s work, Carpenter et al.’s (1994) Materiality Judgments and Audit
Firm Culture: Social-Behavioral and Political Perspectives, further demonstrated cultural
differences among firms. The study proved that auditors from more structured firms incorporate
more cues when forming materiality judgments than more unstructured firms, which tend to
default to one, governing cue when forming materiality judgments. Analyzing these findings on
firm structure through the lens of the Big Five personality dimensions produces hypothesis 1:
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H1A: Deloitte and KPMG non-advisory personnel will score lowest on the
openness scale.
H1B: PwC non-advisory personnel will score highest on the openness
scale.
H1C: EY non-advisory personnel will score average on the openness.
Hypothesis 1 is further bolstered by anecdotal evidence from interviews with students
from the Pennsylvania State University. One student, a former audit intern with Deloitte noted
that PwC employees “think outside the box.” Another, a former PwC audit intern said, “to my
knowledge, our audit process is a lot different than other firms—it’s a lot more thinking through
problems first, [rather] than running through a standard audit program.” Students were also
quickest to stereotype KPMG and Deloitte—KPMG as a laidback, “party” or “jock” firm and
Deloitte as a more uptight, conventional firm. This suggests that the two demonstrate the
tralatitious thinking characteristic of closed individuals.

A study by Dirsmith and Haskins (1991), Inherent Risk Assessment and Audit Firm
Technology: A Contrast in World Theories, utilized similar theories of structure and firm culture.
They concluded:
…audit firms’ philosophy, expressed in terms of [structure] is important in
the sense that it points out that these theories are theories which shape and
channel auditors’ understanding of reality (84).

This conclusion by Dirsmith and Haskins evidences that there are observable differentiating
cultural factors at the different firms and that those factors drive how the firm and its employees
operate. This supposition creates the primary Hypothesis 2A:
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H2A: The four firms will exhibit significant differences in the
predominance of traits found in their employees

Because this is among the first study to delve into major personality differences among
the firms’ recruits, Hypotheses 2B-2E rely on anecdotal evidence to specify how the firms differ.
After interviewing a small group of students and faculty from the Masters of Accounting
Program at the Pennsylvania State University, I was able to find trends in the perceptions of the
Big Four firms.
Generally students seem to respect PwC the most, noting that it is “the most
recognizable” of the Big Four and selects very strong, well-rounded students, and is , as one
former EY FSO audit intern noted, “an overall great firm.” One staff member noted that most of
his best-performing students ultimately chose to work for PwC. However, they are also seen as
“over-achievers” and “try-hards.” As a former Deloitte intern noted, “they are the kids that [had]
3.8 GPAs, were somehow TA’s since they were freshmen, and president of any club or Greek life
they were in.” This general idea of out-performance and over-achievement can be linked to a
combination of conscientiousness and to neuroticism. Conscientious people, by virtue of having
this trait are top performers and complete tasks efficiently and successfully. Neurotic people tend
to be more fixated on doing a good job, because they are fearful of failure. They are selfconscious of how others perceive them and often strive to combat this by being high-achievers:
Some degree of stress helps to motivate and drive people into high-performance. The wellroundedness of PwC employees and recognition also suggests that these employees are generally
extraverted. They are strong communicators and presenters, capable of healthy social interaction
with prospective employees, clients, and peers.
H2B: PwC will score high in neuroticism, conscientiousness,
and extraversion.
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While PwC enjoyed a lot of positive perception among recruits, it seemed to also have
some of the most adverse. PwC was the only firms some students seemed to strongly dislike.
Several students had very negative interview experiences with the firm, noting that interviewers
were rude and judgmental. One EY tax intern said, when she showed up for her PwC interview,
the interview had her GPA circled and said it was too low and to explain to him why they should
hire her. A PwC audit intern said that “there is a veneer of friendliness, but once you’re in you
realize it’s just a facade.” Almost every student interviewed—even those who interned and
accepted full time offers with PwC, communicated in some way that they thought the firm was
arrogant.
H2Bi: PwC will score lower in agreeableness than the other Big
Four firms.

The majority of students interviewed believed KPMG was the most laidback firm. A
PwC audit intern from the New York City office said, “KPMG is definitely the most fun firm, but
it seems like they’re losing business and their reputation is suffering because of it.” Another PwC
audit intern from the D.C. office said that the KPMG employees spent “work time practicing
kickball for a Big Four tournament.” KPMG is also regarded among students as having the most
lax alcohol policy for interns and recruiting as well has having the best looking employees. The
perception of KPMG as a fun and nice firm is reflective of higher extraversion and
agreeableness. Consequently, the perception that they are not as diligent as the other firms and
more relaxed than the other firms is reflective of a lower neuroticism and conscientiousness.
H2C: KPMG will score high in extraversion and agreeableness.
H2Ci: KPMG will score low in neuroticism and conscientiousness.
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Like PwC, Deloitte was regarded as top-performing firm. Many students noted its
growing advisory business and thought of it as a different type of accounting firm because of this.
Many thought of the firm as “serious,” “aggressive,” and “technical.” A Deloitte intern said,
“There seemed to be less teaming and more competition than the other firms; everyone seemed to
think they were temporarily inconvenienced I-bankers, and acted like were.” Like PwC, the
combination of neuroticism and conscientiousness is driving their success; however, unlike PwC
it seems to be breeding a culture of competition and breeding employees with little trust, and
limited altruism or modesty, contributing to low agreeableness.
H2D: Deloitte will score high on neuroticism and conscientiousness.
H2Di: Deloitte will score low on agreeableness.

EY was thought to be the most down-to-earth of all the firms. A faculty member
regarded the students that interned at EY to be “straight-shooters.” A PwC tax intern noted that
most of the students from Penn State’s MAcc program that interned at EY were “the type of kids
that put their heads down and study. They get good grades, but don’t care to make that their
reputation.” An EY FSO audit intern said that “what [she] liked most about EY is they have a
realistic grasp on what they were doing. They don’t treat an audit like a brain surgery. They make
sure that they do a great job, but ultimately they know it’s not life or death.” A PwC intern said he
thought of EY as “fun, maybe a little geeky, but friendly people.” EY is perceived as modest and
straightforward as well as kind, all of which are facets of agreeableness. They’re also thought of
as diligent and assiduous—reflective of conscientiousness. EY is thought to be conscientious like
PwC and Deloitte, but also fun and amenable like KPMG, demonstrating high conscientiousness,
but low neuroticism. However, unlike KPMG, EY was recognized as more reserved and
restrained, hence a low extraversion score.
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H2E: EY will score high in agreeableness and conscientiousness
H2Ei: EY will score low in neuroticism and extraversion.
Hypotheses 1 and 2 are summarized in Table 1.

Table 1: Hypothesized Relative Dimension Scores if Big Four Firms
Firm →
Dimensions ↓

PwC

KPMG

Deloitte

EY

Neuroticism

↑

↓

↑

↓

Extraversion

↑

↑

—

↓

Conscientiousness

↑

↓

↑

↑

Agreeableness

↓

↓

↓

↑

Openness

↑

↑

↓

—

Service Line Personality
In addition to hypothesizing that personality types vary across Big Four firms, I also
theorize that personality types vary across service lines. A study by Pratt and Beaulieu (1992),
found significant differences between advisory lines and other lines of professional service. The
study uses a method from the influential Dutch organizational sociologist Geert Hofstede’s book
on organizational culture, Culture’s Consequences, and focused on the areas of “power distance”
(the extent to which an unequal distribution of power is accepted by members of a society) and
“uncertainty avoidance” (a society's tolerance for ambiguity). Individuals in advisory showed
higher levels of power distance and uncertainty avoidance.
Pratt and Beaulieu (1992, p.676) found that, advisory practice environments “should
attract employees who are relatively comfortable with uncertainty, are not particularly inclined to
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feel work-related stress, and realize that organizational rules are not fixed, but often adapted to
the changing work environment.”
These findings support previous studies’ conclusions: Watson (1975), for example,
demonstrated that advisory teams perceived greater uncertainty in their environment than audit
teams; Jiambalvo et al (1983) found that performance evaluations in advisory services differ from
those in non-advisory departments; Ballew (1982) showed that advisory teams had more
variability in their tasks and a generally less-structured work environment with fewer
organizational barriers.
Individuals that score low on the neurotic scale are calm, even-tempered, and relaxed;
they are able to face stressful situations without becoming upset. Because individuals that work in
the advisory service line have been found to be comfortable with the uncertainty surrounding
projects and clients, and are less inclined towards stress, I believe these individuals would score
low on the neurotic scale, producing hypothesis 3A.
H3A: Advisory individuals will score lower on neuroticism scales.
Individuals that score high on openness tend to be creative, divergent thinkers with a
preference for variety and independence of judgment. Because advisory individuals have to deal
with less structured and more ambiguous projects that require thoughtful and inventive solutions,
I believe these individuals will score high on the openness scale, producing hypothesis 3B.
H3B: Advisory individuals will score higher on the openness scale.
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Methodology

Administration
To measure the “Big Five” personality types I will use a supplemented NEO Five Factor
Inventory (NEO-FFI), consisting of standardized 60 personality items and 5 demographic items
created by me for categorization purposes. The instrument is self-administered and can be scored
by someone without formal training in clinical psychology or personality. It is written at an
elementary reading level and expected to only take participants 10-15 minutes. The self-report
format was selected because the individual has the most extensive opportunity to view his or her
own behavior and is cognizant of his or her own thoughts.
The NEO-FFI is a concise, comprehensive measure of the five dimensions consisting of
twelve items for each domain. While less reliable and detailed than the standard, longer NEO PIR version of the NEO “Big Five” personality factors test, it is shorter and easier to score. Figure 2
below provides data on the validity of the NEO-FFI scales as compared to the longer, standard
NEO PI-R scales. The top panel presents correlations between NEO-FFI scales and a measure of
the five-factor model based on adjective self-reports obtained three years earlier. Despite the
passage of time and use of a different organizational model, the convergent correlations range
from 0.56 to 0.63, and none of the divergent correlations exceeds 0.20. The NEO-FFI scales are
not equivalent to the full domain scales of the NEO PI-R—on average, the NEO-FFI accounts for
85% of the variance as the NEO PI-R scale. As is to be expected with abbreviated instruments,
some precision is traded for speed and convenience (Costa & McCrae, 1992, pg.15). It was
determined the facet-level detail obtained by longer versions was not necessary, and the research
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would remain valid with the truncated exam. Additionally, the benefits of recruiting participants
by having an exam was thought to out-weigh the facet-level detail gained from longer versions.

Table 2: Correlations of NEO-FFI with Validity Criteria

Criterion

N

E

NEO-FFI Form S Scales
O
A

C

Adjective Factors (N=375)
N: Neuroticism
.00
.03
-.11*
.16**
.62***
O: Openness
.02
.01
.20***
-.20***
.60***
E: Extraversion
-.16**
.18***
.56***
-.08
.05
A: Agreeableness
.02
.11*
.04
-.03
.57***
C: Conscientiousness
-.19***
.11*
-.08
.07
.61***
NEO-PI-R domains, spouse ratings (N=84)
N: Neuroticism
-.23*
-.06
-.37***
-.29**
.52***
O: Openness
-.01
.43***
.24*
.20
.64***
E: Extraversion
-.01
.26*
.11
-.03
.65***
A: Agreeableness
-.17
.28*
.24*
.15
.63***
C: Conscientiousness
-.12
.13
.07
.33**
.44***
NEO-PI-R domains, single peer ratings (N=250)
N: Neuroticism
-.03
.01
-.15*
-.07
.36***
O: Openness
-.05
.17**
-.01
.00
.39***
E: Extraversion
.10
.11
.00
.12
.48***
A: Agreeableness
-.07
-.19**
-.02
-.14*
.40***
C: Conscientiousness
-.15*
-.06
-.02
.09
.33***
Note. Convergent correlations are shown in boldface. Adapted from Costa &McCrae, in press-b.
*p<.05;**p<.01;***p<.001

Interpretation
The five domains measured by the NEO-FFI are approximate normal curves; most
individuals score near the middle and small amount score at either end. Thus, individual scores
represent degrees of the trait and more extreme scores have a higher probability of demonstrating
distinctive features of the trait. There is no cut off point for possessing or not possessing a trait.
Because of this normal distribution, scores are meaningless unless compared to others’ responses.
This study will use both published norms and internal comparisons within the sample group.

15

Participants
Research participants are comprised of Pennsylvania State University students enrolled in the
Smeal College of Business as Accounting Majors. Students have either accepted an internship
offer with a Big Four firm, or have completed an internship with a Big Four firm. Students were
recruited through the Accounting listserv and voluntarily agreed to participate. Additional
participants were recruited through industry contacts via the EY Global Internship Group and EY
San Francisco Summer Interns group. These participants completed the survey anonymously
online and voluntarily agreed to participate. A total of 91 participants completed the survey.
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Results and Analysis

NEO - FFI Classification Results
As described in the Five Factor Model of Personality section earlier, NEO - FFI scores
are only meaningful when compared to a normative sample. The developers of the NEO have
given the test to a large sample of adults of all ages in the United States to create a normative
sample. The below table outlines scoring guidelines for each gender and personality factor.

Females

Males

Table 3: Normative Sample Scores for NEO - FFI

Very
Low
Low
Ave
High
Very
High
Very
Low
Low
Ave
High
Very
High

N

E

O

A

C

≤6
7-13
14-20
21-28

≤ 18
19-24
25-29
30-35

≤ 18
19-23
24-29
30-35

≤ 24
25-29
30-34
35-39

≤ 25
26-30
31-36
37-42

≥ 29

≥ 36

≥ 36

≥ 40

≥ 43

≤8
9-16
17-24
25-31

≤ 19
20-25
26-30
31-36

≤ 18
19-23
24-29
30-35

≤ 26
27-31
32-35
36-40

≤ 26
27-32
33-37
38-45

≥ 32

≥ 37

≥ 36

≥ 41

≥ 44

Firms
Using Table 3 as a guide, the average scores of each personality factor for each firm were
categorized. That analysis is shown in Table 4 below.
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Table 4: Average Personality Factor Scores by Firm
Gender

N

Average N

Female
Male

42
49

20.81
15.06

Female
Male

4
5

23.25
12.80

Female
Male

27
27

21.41
16.22

Female
Male

5
7

17.00
15.86

Female
Male

6
10

18.33
12.50

Average E Average O
All Firms
33.19
27.91
32.02
32.27
Deloitte
33.00
33.75
30.00
31.60
EY
32.07
26.59
32.93
31.63
KPMG
36.20
25.60
32.43
32.71
PwC
36.33
31.33
30.30
34.00

Average A

Average C

30.98
29.45

37.00
36.67

29.00
32.40

34.50
38.80

31.07
28.52

38.37
37.63

31.60
28.14

35.80
34.29

32.83
31.40

36.83
34.70

Given the need to analyze scores by gender, hypothesis analysis will be done by gender
also to ease discussion. Note that Table 1 on page 11 summarizes the hypothesis for personality
dimensions of firms and hypotheses are for inter-firm comparison and not for comparison with
the normative sample.

Females
PwC and Deloitte were hypothesized to score high on the neuroticism scale and KPMG
and EY were hypothesized to score low. All firms scored in the average range when compared to
the normative sample. Deloitte scored highest among the firms and KPMG scored lowest,
validating hypotheses H2Ci and H2D for females. PwC scored second lowest and EY second
highest negating hypotheses H2B and H2Ei for females.
PwC and KPMG were hypothesized to score high in extraversion; EY was hypothesized
to score low; there was no hypothesis for Deloitte. All firms scored in the high range when
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compared to the normative sample. PwC scored highest among the firms, KPMG scored second
highest, and EY scored the lowest, validating hypotheses H2B, H2C, and H2Ei for females.
PwC and KPMG were hypothesized to score high in openness; Deloitte was hypothesized
to score low; EY was hypothesized to score average. PwC and Deloitte scored high compared to
the normative sample and KPMG and EY scored average when compared. PwC scored second
highest among the firms, and EY scored third highest, validating hypotheses H1B and H1C for
females. Deloitte scored highest and KPMG scored lowest, negating hypothesis H1A for females.
EY was hypothesized to score high in agreeableness and PwC, KPMG, and Deloitte were
hypothesized to score low. PwC scored average when compared to the normative sample and
KPMG, Deloitte, and EY scored low. Deloitte scored lowest and KPMG scored second highest
validating hypotheses H2C and H2Di for females. PwC scored the highest among the firms, and EY
scored second lowest, negating hypotheses H2Bi and H2E for females.
PwC, Deloitte, and EY were hypothesized to score high in conscientiousness, and KPMG
was hypothesized to score low. EY scored high when compared to the normative sample, and
PwC, KPMG, and Deloitte scored average. EY scored highest among the firms and PwC scored
second highest, validating hypotheses H2B and H2Ei for females. Deloitte scored lowest among the
firms and KPMG scored second lowest, negating hypotheses H2Ci and H2D for females.

Males
PwC and Deloitte were hypothesized to score high on the neuroticism scale and KPMG and EY
were hypothesized to score low. KPMG and EY scored in the average range when compared to
the normative sample and PwC and Deloitte scored low when compared. EY scored highest
among the firms, KPMG second highest, Deloitte third highest, and PwC lowest, negating
hypotheses H2Ei, H2Ci, H2D, H2B and for males.
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PwC and KPMG were hypothesized to score high in extraversion; EY was hypothesized
to score low; there was no hypothesis for Deloitte. All firms scored in the high range when
compared to the normative sample. KPMG scored second highest among the firms, validating
hypothesis H2C for males. EY scored highest among the firms, and PwC scored third highest
negating hypotheses H2B and H2Ei for males.
PwC and KPMG were hypothesized to score high in openness; Deloitte was hypothesized
to score low; EY was hypothesized to score average. All firms scored in the high range when
compared to the normative sample. PwC scored highest among the firms, KPMG second highest,
EY scored third highest, and Deloitte scored lowest, validating hypotheses H1A, H1B, and H1C for
males.
EY was hypothesized to score high in agreeableness and PwC, KPMG, and Deloitte were
hypothesized to score low. Deloitte scored average when compared to the normative sample and
PwC, KPMG, and EY scored low when compared. KPMG scored lowest and EY scored third
highest, validating hypothesis and H2Cand H2E for males. Deloitte scored the highest among the
firms and PwC scored second highest, negating hypotheses H2Bi and H2Di for males.
PwC, Deloitte, and EY were hypothesized to score high in conscientiousness, and KPMG
was hypothesized to score low. Deloitte and EY scored high when compared to the normative
sample and PwC and KPMG scored average when compared. Deloitte scored highest among the
firms and EY scored second highest, PwC scored third highest, and KPMG scored lowest,
validating hypotheses H2D, H2Ei, H2B, and H2Ci for males.
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Service Line
Using Table 3 as a guide, the average scores of each personality factor for each service line were
categorized. That analysis is shown in Table 5 below.

Table 5: Average Personality Factor Scores by Service Line
Gender

Average N

Female
Male

20.71
15.38

Female
Male

21.63
14.73

Female
Male

20.00
15.57

Average E Average O
Advisory
34.00
27.71
33.13
29.00
Audit
33.70
28.74
31.82
33.55
Tax
30.00
25.43
30.29
30.71

Average A

Average C

30.14
29.13

35.86
37.63

30.93
29.30

37.30
36.33

30.86
30.14

36.43
36.71

Note that earlier hypotheses are for inter-firm comparison and not for comparison with
the normative sample. Advisory individuals were hypothesized to score lower on the neuroticism
scale than Audit and Tax individuals, and higher on the openness scale. Female and male
advisory individuals scored average on the neuroticism scale compared to the normative sample
and in the middle among the three service lines. These results negate H3A for both genders.
Female and male advisory individuals scored average on the openness scale compared to the
normative sample. Females scored in the middle among the three service lines for openness and
males lowest among service lines. These results negate hypothesis H3B.
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Geographic Region
The analysis of average personality factor by region was completed despite no hypothesized
outcome in the event there were any significant findings. Figure 1 below shows how regions were
determined. Using Table 3 as a guide, the average scores of each personality factor for each
region were categorized. That analysis is shown in Table 6.

Figure 1: Geographic Region Division
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Table 6: Average Personality Factor Scores by Region
Gender

Average N

Female
Male

18.33
14.95

Female
Male

20.00
23.00

Female
Male

26.56
13.40

Female
Male

20.33
14.27

Average E Average O
Northeast
35.67
28.52
31.55
32.00
Central
33.33
25.33
35.00
25.00
Southern
29.67
26.22
32.10
31.50
Western
29.17
27.17
32.60
33.73

Average A

Average C

30.38
29.32

37.29
35.95

31.00
24.00

39.33
39.00

32.22
31.20

35.44
32.70

32.00
28.53

35.17
40.87

ANOVA Analysis
Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) is a type of statistical hypothesis testing. The test is used to see if
differences in three or more groups of data are statistically significant, meaning the results are
unlikely to occur by chance. By construction, hypothesis testing limits Type I errors: false
positives leading to false scientific claims. Results are deemed statistically significant—and the
null hypothesis is rejected—when the determined p-value (probability) is less than a given
threshold. A 10% significance level was selected as my threshold, because of the limited amount
of data.

ANOVA testing was chosen for its ability to accomplish the following:

1. organizes additive data decomposition, and its sums of squares indicate the variance of
each component of the decomposition
2. compares mean squares and F-tests, providing testing of a nested sequence of models
3. is closely related to a linear model fit with coefficient estimates and standard errors

23

Additionally, ANOVA testing is computationally well-designed and neat. It is robust
against violations of its assumptions. It provides well-developed strength in its statistical
analysis because of its multiple sample comparison technique and it is easily adaptable to
different experimental designs.

Significance
ANOVA testing was used to determine if the differences in personality factors were
significant. Tables 7-9 below outline the p-values, F-values, and significance by factor for firm,
service line, and geographic region. A table showing the upper critical values of the F distribution
for a 10% significance level is shown in Appendix B.

Table 7: ANOVA Significance for Personality Factors among Firm
Key Values
Factor
N
E
O
A
C

Firm
V1 = 3 V2 = 87
p-value*
0.316
0.726
0.118
0.582
0.327

Significant F-value = 2.148
F-value
Significance
1.196
Not Significant
0.439
Not Significant
2.012
Not Significant
0.656
Not Significant
1.167
Not Significant

*The probability of this result, assuming the null hypothesis

None of the differences in personality factors among firms were found to be significant. While I
found differences among firms, the results of ANOVA testing indicate that these differences are
not significant. It should be noted openness was nearly significant, and may yield significant
differences with a larger, more diverse participant sample.
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Table 8: ANOVA Significance for Personality Factors among Service Line
Key Values
Factor
N
E
O
A
C

Service Line
V1 = 2 V2 = 86
Significant F-value = 2.365
p-value*
F-value
Significance
0.793
0.233
Not Significant
0.199
1.645
Not Significant
0.175
1.777
Not Significant
0.913
0.009
Not Significant
0.798
0.226
Not Significant

*The probability of this result, assuming the null hypothesis

None of the differences in personality factors among service lines were found to be significant.
As with firm differences, the results of ANOVA testing indicate that these differences among
service lines are most likely coincidental.

Table 9: ANOVA Significance for Personality Factors among Geographic Region
Geographic Region
Significant F-value = 2.151
Key Values V1 = 3 V2 = 83
Factor
p-value*
F-value
Significance
N
0.361
1.083
Not Significant
E
0.247
1.405
Not Significant
O
0.217
1.512
Not Significant
A
0.696
0.482
Not Significant
C
0.076
2.372
Significant
*The probability of this result, assuming the null hypothesis

The differences in conscientiousness among geographic regions were found to be significant. No
other differences in personality factors among regions were found to be significant. These results
indicate that one can reasonably predict a Big Four employee’s level of conscientiousness based
on where her office location is. From my results, both genders in the northeast and south and
females in the west are of average conscientious; both genders in the central region and males in
the west are highly conscientious.
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Conclusion
While differences do exist among firms, service lines, and geographic regions, almost all
of these differences were found to be not substantially significant, and support a null hypothesis.
Conscientiousness among regions was the only personality factor I found to vary significantly.
Thus, where a Big Four accountant lives might be a larger indicator of personality than what firm
they work for or in which service line they’re employed. So, is it “the people?” Maybe, but the
results of my study indicate that there is a high probability of finding enjoyable people and work
no matter which firm a recruit ends up working for.

Improvements
Given the scope of this thesis, there are multiple avenues to improve my results. The
study could be redone with a larger sample size and more diverse participants. Most survey-takers
were former interns for EY, in audit, and from the northeast, which may have skewed data or
yielded biased results. An equal amount of participants from each firm, service line, and region,
may yield more compelling results. A NEO-PI survey could be used instead of a NEO-FFI Form
S survey for more complete results. The PI survey has 181 questions instead of 60 and produces
more detailed and accurate personality factor results.

Areas for Further Research
Participants were either staff or intern level when surveyed, surveying participants of
higher ranks—who have had more time to socialize as part of the firm would be an area to study
further. Evidence from previous research (Pratt & Beaulieu, 1992 ; Carpenter et al, 1994;
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Williams & Dirsmith, 1988; Dirsmith & Haskins, 1991) shows differences do exist, but these
studies were not completed using a personality test such as the Five Factor Model this study used.
This study also yielded surprising, unhypothesized results in the difference between male
and female personality traits. Males were found to be more open than females at EY, KPMG, and
among audit and tax service lines; more agreeable at Deloitte; more conscientious among
advisory service lines; and less neurotic at PwC and Deloitte. The reason for these discrepancies
among genders in the same firm or service line is unknown. Given the changing composition of
the Big Four service firms in terms of gender diversity, further investigation in this area is
particularly kairotic. Tara Weiner, Head of the Accounting Advisory Board at Smeal College of
Business and Regional Managing Partner at Deliotte’s Mid-Atlantic Region, has voiced concerns
over the male to female ratio decreasing not just in public accounting, but business disciplines in
general. This decrease and the personality differences may be linked or may have adverse effects
on public accounting, but further research and studies must be conducted to show any correlation
or causation in these areas.
Based on my discussion with Weiner, I hypothesize these differences may be caused by
women’s lack of learning to “play in the corporate sandbox,” as Weiner termed it. Men are taught
how to “play” and how to properly respond to the corporate environment; they are groomed by
leadership and mentored differently than women (Covealeski et al, 1998). Women lack equitable
mentorship and sponsorship outside of formal, firm-implemented programs. Discrimination still
exists in the workplace, but it isn’t necessarily explicit or even deliberate—it emerges when
women act in ways that aren’t considered sufficiently feminine by men, who find it unseemly, if
only on a subconscious level. This dynamic causes women to take a more calibrated, conscious
approach to how they behave in the corporate environment—which may account for the
differences seen in this study.
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Appendix A
Adapted NEO FFI Survey
Personality Types in the Big Four Survey
Supplemented NEO Five-Factor Inventory, Form S

Directions: Carefully Read all of the following instructions before beginning. Part 1 of this
questionnaire contains 66 statements. Read each Statement carefully. For each statement fill in
the circle with the response that best represents your opinion. Make sure your answer is in the
correct box.

1.

I am not a worrier.
Strongly Disagree

2.

Strongly Agree

Agree

Strongly Agree

Agree

Strongly Agree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree

Neutral

Disagree

Neutral

Disagree

Neutral

Disagree

I often feel inferior to others.
Strongly Disagree

7.

Agree

Disagree

I keep my belongings clean and neat.
Strongly Disagree

6.

Strongly Agree

I try to be courteous to everyone I meet.
Strongly Disagree

5.

Agree

I don’t like to waste my time day dreaming.
Strongly Disagree

4.

Neutral

I like to have a lot of people around me.
Strongly Disagree

3.

Disagree

I laugh easily.
Strongly Disagree
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8.

Once I find the right way to do something, I stick to it.
Strongly Disagree

9.

Agree

Strongly Agree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree

I believe letting students hear controversial speakers can only confuse and mislead them.
Strongly Disagree

19.

Neutral

I really enjoy talking to people.
Strongly Disagree

18.

Disagree

I rarely feel lonely or blue.
Strongly Disagree

17.

Strongly Agree

I am not a very methodical person
Strongly Disagree

16.

Agree

Some people think I’m selfish and egotistical.
Strongly Disagree

15.

Neutral

I am intrigued by the patterns I find in art and nature.
Strongly Disagree

14.

Disagree

I don’t consider myself especially “light-hearted”
Strongly Disagree

13.

Strongly Agree

When I’m under a great deal of stress, sometimes I feel like I’m going to pieces.
Strongly Disagree

12.

Agree

I’m pretty good about pacing myself so as to get things done.
Strongly Disagree

11.

Neutral

I often get into arguments with my family and peers.
Strongly Disagree

10.

Disagree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree

I would rather cooperate with others than compete with them.
Strongly Disagree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree
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20.

I try to perform all the tasks assigned to me conscientiously.
Strongly Disagree

21.

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree

Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Neutral
Agree
I tend to be cynical and skeptical of others’ intentions.

Strongly Agree

Strongly Disagree

Strongly Agree

I often feel tense and jittery.
Strongly Disagree

22.

24.

25.

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree

I believe that most people will take advantage of you if you let them.
Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree

I waste a lot of time before settling down to do work.
Strongly Disagree

31.

Disagree

I often try new and foreign foods.

Strongly Disagree
30.

Agree

I usually prefer to do things alone.

Strongly Disagree
29.

Neutral

Sometimes I feel completely worthless.

Strongly Disagree
28.

Disagree

I have a clear set of goals and work toward them in an orderly fashion.

Strongly Disagree
27.

Disagree

Poetry has little or no effect on me.

Strongly Disagree
26.

Disagree

I like to be where the action is.
Strongly Disagree

23.

Disagree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree

I rarely feel fearful or anxious
Strongly Disagree

Disagree
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32.

I often feel as if I’m bursting with energy.
Strongly Disagree

33.

36.

37.

Strongly Agree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree

Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Neutral
I often get angry at the way people treat me.

Agree

Strongly Agree

Strongly Disagree

Agree

Strongly Agree

Agree

Strongly Agree

Neutral

Disagree

Neutral

I believe we should look to our religious authorities for decisions on moral issues.
Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree

Agree

Strongly Agree

Some people think of me as cold and calculating.
Disagree

Neutral

When I make a commitment, I can always be counted on to follow through.
Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree

Too often, when things go wrong, I get discouraged and feel like giving up.
Strongly Disagree

42.

Disagree

I am a cheerful, high-spirited person.

Strongly Disagree
41.

Disagree

I work hard to accomplish my goals.

Strongly Disagree
40.

Disagree

Most people I know like me.

Strongly Disagree
39.

Strongly Agree

Agree

Strongly Disagree
38.

Agree

Neutral

Strongly Disagree
35.

Neutral

I seldom notice the moods or feelings that different environments produce
Strongly Disagree

34.

Disagree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree

I am not a cheerful optimist.
Strongly Disagree

Disagree

43.
Sometimes when I am reading poetry or looking at a work of art, I feel a chill of
excitement.
Strongly Disagree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree
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44.

I’m hard-headed and tough-minded in my attitudes.
Strongly Disagree

45.

Agree

Strongly Agree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree

If I don’t like people, I let them know it.
Strongly Disagree

55.

Neutral

I have a lot of intellectual curiosity.
Strongly Disagree

54.

Disagree

I am a very active person.
Strongly Disagree

53.

Strongly Agree

I often feel helpless and want someone else to solve my problems.
Strongly Disagree

52.

Agree

I am a productive person who always gets the job done.
Strongly Disagree

51.

Neutral

I generally try to be thoughtful and considerate.
Strongly Disagree

50.

Disagree

I have little interest in speculating on the nature of the universe or the human condition.
Strongly Disagree

49.

Strongly Agree

My life is fast-paced.
Strongly Disagree

48.

Agree

I am seldom sad or depressed.
Strongly Disagree

47.

Neutral

Sometimes I’m not as dependable or reliable as I should be.
Strongly Disagree

46.

Disagree

Disagree

I never seem able to get organized.
Strongly Disagree

Disagree
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56.

At times I have been so ashamed I just wanted to hide.
Strongly Disagree

57.

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree

I would rather go my own way than be the leader of others.
Strongly Disagree

58.

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree

I often enjoy playing with theories or abstract ideas.
Strongly Disagree

59.

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree

If necessary, I am willing to manipulate people to get what I want.
Strongly Disagree

60.

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree

Agree

Strongly Agree

I strive for excellence in everything I do.
Strongly Disagree

61.

Disagree

Neutral

Which firm were/ will you be employed with?
Deloitte

62.

EY

KPMG

PwC

What was your first choice firm?
Deloitte

63.

EY

KPMG

PwC

Other

What was/ is your rank?

Future Intern

Former Intern

Staff

64.
What service line were you/ will you be in?
65.
Audit/FSO Audit
Tax/FSO Tax
Advisory/FSO Advisory
66.

Where was/is your office located?

67.

What is your gender?

Male

Female

Other

Other
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Appendix B
Upper Critical Values of the F Distribution for 10% Significance Level
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Appendix C
IRB Approval Letter
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