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Moral reasoning ability is a measure of the stage of development of an individual along a 

theoretical scale through which one moves over the course of their lifetime, developed by 

Lawrence Kohlberg and further modified by James Rest, who’s revised Defining Issues Test 

(DIT-2) will be used for our study. This study explores the relationship between the moral 

reasoning ability of recently licensed Certified Public Accountants (CPAs) and the field in which 

they gained their experience required for licensure. The three populations examined in the survey 

were CPAs who had gained their experience in industry, public auditing, and public tax. The 

survey did not find statistically significant variation in moral reasoning between the three groups 

examined. However, the survey did find significantly higher scores among our sample as 

compared to the established norms for the survey tool in one particular schema, Maintaining 

Norms. This supports the theory that accountants follow a particularly rules-based ethical system. 
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The topic that I am able to complete this project on in itself is of symbolic and actual 

significance. It provides an intersection between the most important lessons that I have learned as 

a student at Oregon State, both in my studies and my extracurricular endeavors. While much of 

my time in the classroom has been focused on the technical subject matter of the specific course, 

we have also had the opportunity to discuss the greater significance of the material in its 

application to specific careers and industries.  

Ethics specifically has been the topic of a number of lessons and discussions within my 

classes, though I feel that the greater focus on morality and values in my education has come 

from the teachings I have experienced within Greek Life. As values-based organizations, 

Fraternities were founded on moral principles that guide the activities of the organization and the 

character development process of its members.  

The membership of the organization is expected to hold itself to these principles and 

practice values-based leadership within the organization and in other aspects of their lives. This 

lifelong devotion to the aspiration of the ideals of the organization provides a great parallel to the 

expectations placed upon professionals within the practice of accountancy.  

This project is an embodiment of the intersection of the technical curriculum I have been 

taught in my coursework and the teachings of integrity that I have experienced through my 

affiliation with my Fraternal organization, Sigma Chi, and the Greek community as a whole. Like 

each Fraternity member pledges his devotion to the practice of the principles of his organization, 

each Certified Public Accountant agrees to uphold the Code of Professional Conduct and ensure 

that their actions are consistent with the high level of trust and integrity expected of those 

practicing in the profession.  

By studying the application of moral reasoning and ethical decision-making within the 

field of my future career, I am able to exploit my knowledge from the different experiences in my 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

 The purpose of the accounting profession is to provide investors and the financial 

markets with reliable financial information that can be used to make sound economic 

decisions. Unfortunately, in the history of the profession there has been an increase in 

deviance from the original noble purpose of accounting professionals. During the 1960’s, 

the pressure to increase profit margins and compete for client base set the course for a 

decline of audit quality and professional integrity (Zeff 2003). Following this decline, a 

number of financial scandals took place throughout the late twentieth century. Further 

incidents in the early 2000’s ushered in new legislation, the Sarbanes-Oxley Act, to 

impose stricter regulations on businesses in regard to their accounting procedures and 

management’s responsibility for internal controls. These occurrences of fraud testify to 

the need for a more effective system to align the interests of accounting professionals 

with their intended purpose to provide reliable financial information.  

 In response to the demands of the market to improve the integrity of the 

accounting profession, the organizations that govern the profession have focused on 

creating an increasingly specific set of rules and standards for professionals to abide by. 

The issue, as stated by one author, is the shift from what was originally a “code of ethics” 

rooted in morality and professional discretion toward a “code of quality assurance” 

consisting of technical rules to be followed as written (Velayutham 2003). It is possible 

that this shift in the nature of accounting will devalue the integrity and knowledge 

required by an accounting professional in a movement toward a completely standardized 

practice without need for skilled specialists. Legal liability and institutional pressure 
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prompted standards that emphasize adherence to rules over professional judgement and 

moral behavior. It is the opinion of some researchers that prioritization of rules over 

judgement has begun to diminish the public purpose and responsibility of accounting 

professionals (Sunder 2007).  

 

Background 

Existing research on the topic of ethics in accounting has shown that ethics 

education for students and professionals has a significant positive effect on the 

development of moral reasoning (Stanga and Turpin 1991). Universities and companies 

are instituting comprehensive ethics education programs in order to further address this 

issue. Continuing professional education requirements for Certified Public Accountants 

(CPAs) are increasingly requiring ethics courses for renewal of their certification. The 

continuing exploration of the variables that correlate to the development of moral 

reasoning abilities in students and professionals can help to sharpen these education 

programs and increase their effectiveness over time. This research is intended to add to 

that body of knowledge and further identify important factors that lead to the 

development of ethical behavior. 

Ethics is often considered to be rooted in culture, as they often come from 

religious, family or national values. However, studies have increasingly shown that ethics 

can be learned (Dallaportas 2006). By the teaching of moral reasoning theories and 

discussion of applicable scenarios relevant to their situations, individuals can better 

prepare themselves to make more ethical decisions in their careers and personal lives. 
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Having common standards that professionals are held to, such as the Code of Professional 

Conduct for CPAs, helps provide a consistent basis for these teachings to be applied to 

educational curriculum.  

For education and training to be even more effective in the future, new standards 

may need to be established with metrics to consistently evaluate the ability of an 

educational tactic to translate into improvements in moral reasoning development among 

the students. Once standards can be applied and metrics used to evaluate these training 

programs, trials can determine how to expedite the transfer of knowledge and necessary 

skills to those who need it most. It would be advantageous for companies and universities 

to invest in research around how to teach ethics, as they are the ones who ultimately bear 

the costs of immoral actions. The accounting scandals of the early 2000's saw the 

collapse of major institutions in the world of accounting, most notably Big 5 firm Arthur 

Anderson for their role in the Enron and WorldCom frauds. The implementation of 

ethical practices could cause a significant shift in the culture and respect of the 

accounting profession. 

 The concepts of morality and ethical decision-making are inherently abstract, and 

are rooted in the principles of human psychology. The most commonly used 

psychological model found in research on the topic is Kohlberg’s theory of moral 

development. Kohlberg’s theory identifies six stages (three levels) of cognitive 

development in regard to moral reasoning. The theory asserts that during a person’s life, 

development proceeds from the pre-conventional level of reasoning, in which 

considerations are focused on direct effects only, to a conventional level, in which 

considerations are focused on society’s norms and expectations, to the post-conventional 
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level, considering principles as the basis for morality which may stray from societal rules 

and norms. Rest, Narvaez, Thoma and Bebeau (1999) developed a component model for 

moral development called the Defining Issues Test or DIT. The DIT uses a scale to assess 

individuals on their responses to given moral dilemmas, which are tied to schema rooted 

in Kohlberg’s theory. These theories will be described in depth in Chapter 3, which is 

composed primarily of background and support for the research tool implemented for the 

study, the DIT-2. However, these theories also make up the basis for much of the 

research referenced in the prior research section (Chapter 2), so it is important to include 

a basic description of the concepts here.  

 The research on prior studies will provide background on the relevant literature 

regarding ethical behavior and its application in the accounting profession. Using the 

DIT, the research will also evaluate the perceptions of practicing Certified Public 

Accountants to provide a basis for further research and recommendations. The goal of 

this project is to provide perspective and recommendations that can contribute to the 

advancement of the accounting profession. Moral reasoning is examined across a number 

of demographics in the literature discussed in Chapter 2.  

 Throughout this project, I will use the terms moral reasoning, moral behavior, 

ethical reasoning, and ethical behavior interchangeably. I do so on the basis that morals 

and ethics are inherently related concepts, one effectively being the expression of 

another, and the belief that reasoning drives behavior. This relationship is supported in 

much of the included research, but an argument validating the relationship between those 

variables is not the primary focus of this piece.  
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Research Plan 

One area that appears to have remained unexamined is the potential for variation 

of moral reasoning in CPAs across their field of work. The environment in which they 

gain their experience required for CPA licensing often sets the course for their career as 

an accountant and it is possible that some environments may be more conducive than 

others to promoting and/or reinforcing moral reasoning abilities. In order to examine this 

further, I plan to use a widely tested survey tool to evaluate the moral reasoning of a 

sample of recently licensed CPAs across various fields on experience.  

 

Purpose 

I hope that this experiment will shed some light on any patterns or trends that may 

exist as a result of different practices in training, recruiting, and general culture in the 

separate fields of the accounting profession. The knowledge of trends can be useful to 

address gaps in the education and recruiting practices used by employers and help 

develop best practices to encourage the development of moral reasoning throughout the 

crucial years at the beginning of a CPA's career. With the support of the Oregon Board of 

Accountancy, I will have access to a database of all CPAs newly licensed in the state 

which can be used to conduct this research. 

By being able to better identify factors that have led to the breakdown of ethical 

behavior in the accounting profession, I critically examined the increasingly rule-based 

approach to ethics that has been enforced to leave minimal room for deviance from the 

standard practices. The analysis may allow for the preservation of a professional’s ability 
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to make judgement calls based on his own professional discretion and ethical integrity. 

Research has consistently supported that increased training in the practice of moral 

reasoning and ethical behavior is effective in improving the actions of students who have 

taken those courses (Stanga and Turpin 1991, Dallaportas 2006). By identifying the 

relationships of factors affecting subpar moral reasoning in accountants, it will be 

possible to restrict certain elements of practice with rules while leaving remaining areas 

open for the accountants to exercise their own professional judgement.  

Allowing accounting professionals room to use judgement, principles-based 

moral reasoning, is ideal to allow them to consider issues based on the situation and the 

impact on the different stakeholders. Through extensive research and concerted efforts to 

maximize ethical development of accountants, regulators can more effectively determine 

which elements of accounting work must be enforced through strict rules, and which 

areas can be left open to the implementation of professional judgement.  
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CHAPTER 2: PRIOR RESEARCH ON ETHICS IN ACCOUNTING 

 Accountants hold together the fabric of efficient financial markets by objectively 

evaluating financial data and providing crucial services to businesses. Without checks in 

place to validate the data released to investors and creditors, the markets cannot 

effectively operate and the integrity of our financial institutions crumbles. With increased 

competition and market developments, accounting firms have been faced with challenges 

to efficiently allocate resources and ensure thorough work is performed. Unfortunately, a 

number of large financial scandals have caused the public to question the integrity of 

accountants. The most notable scandals would be Enron and Worldcom, which led Arthur 

Andersen, a Big 5 accounting firm, to close. Because of the scandals throughout the past 

few decades, the ethical behavior of accountants has become the focus of significant 

research. 

Research on ethical behavior has taken many forms and considered different 

populations, variables, and potential factors to evaluate and hopefully improve the ethical 

reasoning of accounting professionals. Through the administration of survey tools like the 

Defining Issues Test and the application of modern psychological theories relating to 

moral reasoning and ethical development, many researchers have addressed trends in 

accounting that may contribute to the pattern of ethical scandals that have occurred in 

recent history. The literature covering accounting ethics takes several approaches 

including the evaluation of various levels of accounting students and professionals, the 

effectiveness of forms of ethics education, and the relationships between demographic 
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variables and moral reasoning abilities (Cohen, Pant and Sharp 2001, Rest and Narvaez 

1994, Michael Shaub 1994, Fisher and Sweeney 1998).  

 

Effectiveness of Research 

 A natural first step in the process of this research is to consider its effectiveness as 

a whole. While it seems obvious, it should be established empirically that there is a 

relationship that exists between the moral reasoning abilities of accounting professionals 

and preventing the fraudulent behavior that damages the reputation of the profession and 

the integrity of the financial system.  

Ponemon (1999) found statistically significant correlations between advanced 

stages of moral development and competence, integrity and reduced audit risk. The study 

evaluated auditors on their perceptions of fraud risk based on interactions with 

management and the client organization in terms of the variables of competence and 

integrity. The results support the generally accepted viewpoint that an accountant with 

superior ethical reasoning will be more effective at identifying and addressing fraud in an 

audit engagement.  

Kerler and Kilough (2008) considered the effect of previous experiences with a 

client on the auditors’ level of trust of management and ability to identify fraud risk. The 

study evaluated auditors with both positive and negative client experiences and found that 

better client experiences led to higher levels of trust. An interesting finding was that 

auditors with positive prior experiences were able to retain their professional skepticism 

and their fraud evaluations remained unchanged while the negative experiences had 
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significant effects on the auditors’ fraud risk assessments. The study also found, however, 

that moral reasoning of the auditors was not correlated with the level of trust for 

management (Kerler and Kilough 2008). Their findings appear to contradict Ponemon, 

which found that moral reasoning abilities increased the competency and ability to assess 

risk of the auditors. However, Kerler and Kilough’s findings offer a new dimension of 

how experiences with clients can shape future engagements and ability to evaluate 

situations.  

One explanation for conflicting results from the two studies may be that the 

relationship is more complex than a simple linear relationship between increased moral 

development and decreased ethical behavior. Day and Greenberg (2001) replicated a 

study that found a more complex quadratic relationship between the two variables, with 

both high and low levels of moral development correlating with unethical behavior. Day 

and Greenberg found quadratic relationships to be consistent with male subjects while 

female subjects showed a linear relationship. These high and low levels of moral 

development could represent the preconventional and postconventional levels of 

Kohlberg’s theory (explained in detail later). At both preconventional and 

postconventional levels, individuals may disregard society’s rules, though for different 

reasons, while the conventional level involves adherence to societal rules and norms.  

While it is important to consider all studies, for research, some assumptions must 

be made that give our study significance. There are findings relevant to my current 

research in all of the studies referenced above, but the majority of findings support the 

assumption of a linear relationship between moral development and ethical behavior. For 
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the purpose of my study, a linear correlation between moral reasoning of accountants and 

their competence will be assumed.  

 

Evaluating Students and Professionals 

 A number of studies examined in this section used ethical evaluation tools to 

compare the ethical reasoning abilities of students and professionals at different levels 

with their peers and the general population. The studies found correlations between levels 

of education and experience within the profession and levels of moral reasoning. As a 

general trend, research supports that accounting students and professionals have lower 

moral reasoning abilities than the general population (Rest and Narvaez 1994). More 

specifically, accountants were much less likely to reach post conventional levels of moral 

development as defined by Kohlberg’s theory than their counterparts in other fields of 

study and professions. Researchers try to explain this finding by dividing the profession 

into identifiable groups based on career progress that can be analyzed to gain insight into 

the factors that drive the lower moral reasoning levels found among accountants.  

The 1994 book by James Rest and Darcia Narvaez cites a number of ethics studies 

supporting the finding that accountants have less developed moral reasoning abilities than 

the general population. Rest and Narvaez report a very interesting trend that showed a 

positive progression of moral development from student levels through the attainment of 

supervisor roles, at which point moral reasoning would decline as they moved into 

manager and partner positions. Initially this is a surprising finding, but further research 
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offers possible explanations for why this trend may exist within the accounting 

profession.  

 

Selection-Socialization in Accounting 

A study examining the ethical decision-making of accounting students and 

professionals in Canada found a similar trend and offered some possible explanation in 

the process of selection-socialization (Cohen, Pant and Sharp 2001). The concept of 

selection-socialization is the tendency for a group (in this case, the accounting 

profession) to attract and hire a very particular type of personality. Those that fit that type 

of personality are likely to stay to the levels of management and partnership. Those that 

deviate from the personality type are less likely to feel welcome in the organization and 

are unlikely to be encouraged by management to continue in their career to reach the 

higher levels of the company.  

Unfortunately, it appears that the standard personality of those in the accounting 

profession have below-average moral reasoning skills. Their study has also suggested that 

this decline of moral reasoning ability at the higher levels of accounting organizations 

may be linked to the conflicting motives of revenue generation and client relationships, 

due to the effect of selection-socialization. In a very competitive market that gives 

companies a variety of options in the hiring of professional accountants, managers and 

partners may feel pressured to please the client to ensure that they maintain their business 

and grow their practice.  
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Implications 

In summary, three implications drawn from the studies that examined students 

and professionals relative to each other and to the general population are: (1) that 

accounting professionals and students appear have lower moral reasoning abilities than 

the general population, (2) the moral reasoning of accounting students improves through 

school and the first few years of work where it then declines, and (3) that the reason for 

these trends may be examined further by evaluating specific groups within accounting 

programs and firms.  

The studies of accounting students and professionals primarily covered the 

surface level of identifying the problem that needs to be addressed, without doing much 

to establish the possible causes for the general lack of ethical reasoning. While one study 

addresses why the development of those entering the profession may revert at a certain 

point along their path to the top of the organization, for those that choose to stay, there is 

clearly a much larger systematic issue present (Cohen et. al 2001). The presence of a 

systematic issue can be supported further because those who make the decision to pursue 

accounting in their first few years of university studies are already found to be below the 

moral reasoning of the general population.  

 

Demographic Trends in Accounting 

After establishing the general trend of moral reasoning within accountants, the 

next step is to break down the population of accounting students and professionals by 

demographic factors in order to find correlations that may help establish the root cause of 
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the unfavorable trend. A number of studies, examined in the following section, 

administered ethical evaluations to populations of accountants that they divided by 

demographics of age, gender, grade point average, experience, ethics education, political 

views and culture.  

For example, one study from the University of Nebraska-Lincoln by Michael 

Shaub studied the ethical reasoning of auditing students and audit professionals, and 

analyzed demographic relationships in the data (Shaub 1994). The variables considered in 

the study were education, age, experience, gender, grades and ethics courses. The study 

found that females, higher grade point averages and the completion of ethics courses 

correlate with significantly higher scores on the Defining Issues Test. In Shaub’s study no 

relationship was found with variables of age, level of education or experience. 

 

Gender, Grades and Ethics 

While it was just accountants that were studied, these associations may be 

considered on a broader scale to help explain the lower moral reasoning of the profession. 

For example, the large proportion of male students and professionals in accounting may 

be one reason for the lower ethics scores. Traditionally, accounting has been a male-

dominated occupation. More women than men have entered the profession for the last 

three years but men tend to stay longer and become partners. Shaub’s results may be 

explained in part by a higher number of males at higher levels in the profession. The 

study referenced earlier of business students and professionals in Canada also supported 
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the claim that women were found to have higher ethical reasoning abilities in general, 

which reiterates this possibility (Cohen et. al. 2001). 

While accounting students working in firms tend to have high GPAs, the 

curriculum may lack the needed ethics education offered in other professions. The study 

also offered some discussion on the content of ethics courses and whether a rules-based 

approach (Kohlberg’s conventional level reasoning) would be better for the public good 

than promoting a post-conventional level of reasoning in these courses. This distinction 

will be discussed further later in the section where studies evaluating ethics education are 

discussed.  

In a similar study, Cohen, Pant and Sharp (1998) evaluated the effect of gender 

and academic discipline on a number of measures of ethical development. The study 

specifically evaluated students as potential recruits for the public accounting profession 

and found that both women and non-accounting majors had significantly different ethical 

tendencies than the traditional accounting recruits, who tended to be male. By many 

measures, female recruits and students who studied disciplines outside of accounting 

displayed higher levels of ethical reasoning and moral proficiency. The study does not 

include more specific information about the academic disciplines that showed the highest 

levels of ethical development, which would be an interesting area of study in the future.  

The findings of these studies indicate that working to recruit a more diverse group 

of students by measure of gender and academic discipline may offer benefits to the 

accounting profession ethically, and possibly in other aspects as well. The determination 

that non-accounting majors tend to have higher moral reasoning may suggest that 

students that choose accounting as their academic discipline may tend to be less 
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developed in their moral reasoning. This relationship could warrant a reconsideration of 

how the profession and study is promoted and how universities recruit students into their 

programs, in addition to considering how ethical development can be encouraged for 

students once they enter the programs.  

 

Politics and Morality 

Fisher and Sweeney (1998) examined moral reasoning in the context of political 

views. Fisher and Sweeney’s study considers whether the Defining Issues Test tool may 

be biased to certain political ideologies. Their research found that political liberals 

showed significantly higher scores on the test which may be due to liberals on average 

having more developed moral reasoning, or due to a bias in the survey tool. Modern 

ethical theory asserts that someone of a lower moral reasoning level cannot “fake” a 

higher level of reasoning because they cannot truly comprehend the argument of a higher 

level, so the researchers asked participants to answer the questions from a perspective of 

the opposing political ideology.  

When asked to answer from a liberal perspective, the study found that individuals 

scored significantly higher in post conventional reasoning, which suggests that the survey 

tool itself may have an inherent political bias to favor a liberal viewpoint. This 

demographic relationship also may help explain the lower moral reasoning levels in the 

accounting profession because accounting students and professionals often tend to hold 

more conservative political viewpoints.  
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While the potential for the tool to contain bias does present some cause for 

concern, it does not necessarily hurt the validity of the tool. It is important to consider 

how this bias may affect results but the survey tool is still useful for evaluating other 

demographics and different groups within the profession and study.  

 

Cultural Ethics 

Lastly, moral reasoning has been analyzed with respect to culture. For example, a 

study published in the International Journal of Accounting by Judy Tsui examined the 

difference in ethical reasoning between auditors practicing in China and those in the 

United States. Tsui (1996) found a significant correlation showing that Chinese auditors 

scored lower in moral reasoning than their counterparts in the United States. In 

examining the results, she explained the correlation in terms of Hofstede’s five factors of 

cultural relativism. The five factors are power distance, individualism versus 

collectivism, uncertainty avoidance, masculinity versus femininity and long-term 

orientation versus short-term orientation. Power distance refers to the level of hierarchy 

in a culture and the extent to which those with less power accept and expect the unequal 

distribution of power. Individualism versus collectivism emphasizes the relative tendency 

of society to be unattached to others or organized in a number of loyal in-groups outside 

of the immediate family. Uncertainty avoidance describes a society’s willingness to 

accept ambiguity, new ideas and the unknown. Masculinity versus femininity describes a 

society’s tendency to embrace traditionally masculine values such as heroism, 

competition and achievement compared to values associated with feminism such as 
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modesty, cooperation and caring for others. The final dimension, long-term compared to 

short-term orientation, relates to the linking of the past with the present, with the short-

term focused cultures adhering to tradition while long-term oriented societies focus on 

adapting, problem solving and developing. The factors that she found most significant 

were power distance, individualism and long term orientation, which are more prominent 

in the United States than in China.  

Tsui concludes with suggestions that global firms may want to consider cultural 

factors in their codes of conduct and training programs. These cultural factors may show 

that certain values and teachings in different cultures place different emphasis on the 

importance of ethics and the development of ethical reasoning. There is also a possibility 

of similarities to the previous study that suggested some bias in the research tool. While 

the demographic factor is unlikely to help solve the mystery of why accountants lack 

moral reasoning, considering the relationship between culture and ethics may provide 

further insight on the factors related to development of moral reasoning.  

A unique study published in the Journal of Business Ethics examined small CPA 

firms and practitioners specifically to evaluate their moral reasoning and found 

correlations with demographic factors within that pool (Eynon, Hill and Stevens 1997). 

The findings of this research were that CPAs practicing in smaller firms or as sole 

practitioners exhibited lower moral reasoning abilities than accountants working for 

larger firms. The study also examined the effect of ethics education and found a 

significant positive effect of ethics courses on moral reasoning abilities.  

The research by Enyon, Hill and Stevens made an association between those with 

lower levels of moral reasoning and lower support for the implementation of ethical 
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training in educational curriculum. The study introduces interesting distinctions within 

the accounting profession and where some of the areas of weakness may be. There are 

many possible explanations for why individuals in smaller accounting firms have lower 

scores; it could be due to the type of individual that enters smaller practice over a larger 

firm career, the level of training and oversight in small practice compared to other firms, 

and/or a variety of other factors such as access to resources or competence of staff.  

From a practical standpoint, the correlation in the study by Eynon, Hill and 

Stevens encourages consideration of how ethical training and education can be targeted at 

smaller practices that may be more prone to lower moral development and to have less 

support for ethics education. The study also examined other demographic factors such as 

age, gender and political beliefs. The results of this study found that females, younger 

individuals, and political liberals showed higher levels of moral reasoning, consistent 

with studies referenced by Cohen et. al and Fisher and Sweeney. The study concludes 

with recommendations that ethics training be implemented on a broader scale, as a 

requirement for all accountants to ensure that the smaller practitioners are not able to slip 

through the cracks. 

As outlined above, a number of demographic factors are found to be correlated 

with ethical behavior, and these relationships can be used by firms and universities to 

consider how they can work to improve the overall moral development of students and 

professionals in the field. Understanding the demographic correlations of ethics can be 

useful in a recruiting context for firms and university programs, the implementation of 

targeted training and education for individuals and groups, and better understanding the 

root causes of ethical complacency in the profession.  
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A number of these demographics showed correlations with moral reasoning in the 

studies referenced, and some combination of them may be used to develop an explanation 

for why accountants show lower moral reasoning than the general public. These 

considerations may offer a number of factors related to the lower ethical reasoning of 

accountants and those insights may be helpful to consider in hiring practices. However, a 

solution to the issue of morality in the profession will require much more than identifying 

which demographics are best correlated with ethical decision-making. 

The majority of the research conducted on the ethical behavior of accounting 

students and professionals has focused on moral development throughout school and 

career, demographic relationships with ethics in accounting, and the implementation and 

evaluation of ethics-focused education programs in the classroom and professional 

education settings. These studies show the existence of trends and offer recommendations 

of how to improve practices in recruiting, training, and promotion to combat the current 

state of subpar accounting ethics.  

These studies also clearly showed that ethics education in general is effective in 

improving moral reasoning. While we accept ethics training to be an important idea, there 

is some debate about how to teach ethics and implement ethics curriculum in universities 

and continuing education for accounting professionals.  

 

Ethics Education and Training 

The studies referenced in the previous section established that ethics education is 

beneficial to the moral development of students and professionals, but how this education 
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is implemented and structured to be most effective is still to be debated. A number of 

studies have examined the nature of ethics courses currently implemented in accounting 

education, their effectiveness, and how they could be improved. Studies evaluated the 

educational curriculum based on its consistency and the alignment of the content, goals, 

and objectives of different programs and offered suggestions to progress the training of 

ethics throughout the world. Ethics is not as black-and-white of a topic as accounting 

often is but these studies have used statistical evidence to draw conclusions about the 

effectiveness of certain programs and their ability to advance the development of moral 

reasoning in students and professionals.  

 

Evaluating Ethics Courses 

An older study conducted by Keith Stanga and Richard Turpin (1991) examined 

the increase in ethics education targeted at students and how the changing nature of the 

accounting profession relates to ethical issues. The study evaluated ethics courses and 

noted the changing demographics of the profession, with increased women and 

individuals with diverse backgrounds. The study noted specific gaps in ethical reasoning, 

and how the gaps may be addressed by more focused ethics education rather than 

generalized ethics education incorporated into existing curriculum. Stanga and Turpin 

found that the majority of students had good intentions in relation to ethics but were 

significantly lacking in their awareness of ethical issues and in their ability to identify 

areas of concern. The lack of awareness could be improved through targeted ethics 

education to address common ethical dilemmas students and professionals may face. 
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Stanga and Turpin also made recommendations on how to navigate complex moral 

situations.  

 

Ethics Course Content 

A more recent study conducted by Steve Dallaportas (2006) examined the content 

of current accounting ethics courses in more detail. The majority of ethics courses do not 

include the higher levels of moral reasoning as presented in Kohlberg’s theory (discussed 

in Chapter 3), instead focusing on rules-based ethics. In terms of Kohlberg’s theory, most 

ethics courses would align with the conventional level of development (rules-based) 

instead of the higher level of postconventional reasoning (principles-based). Even among 

these rules-based courses, the study did find a significant improvement in the moral 

development of accounting students, but the author suggests that including a greater 

emphasis on the principles at the root of ethical considerations may yield more positive 

results in the behavioral ethics of professionals. 

Dallaportas’s finding relates back to the discussion in the introduction of this 

paper of the differences between rules-based and principle-based ethics, and how the 

accounting profession tends to favor the conventional reasoning that follows rules and 

societal expectations. However, Dallaportas offers that more focus on the underlying 

principles and values that are at the root of ethical decisions should be emphasized in the 

development of educational courses and will be more effective in fostering the 

development of moral reasoning in accountants. The results of the study indicate that a 

course on accounting ethics is crucial to the development of moral reasoning in 
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accounting students but further analysis considers that current approaches to 

implementing these courses may lack the effectiveness that they could have with a well-

developed course.  

The studies considered thus far have taken relatively different approaches to 

evaluating the ethics education that students and professionals are receiving, methods that 

are somewhat ambiguous based on the preferences of the researcher. A study by Stephen 

Loab (1991), however, considers why and how ethics education should be evaluated. His 

research raises a somewhat broader question that can help address the inconsistencies in 

evaluation of the educational curriculum itself. The key to aligning the process is to 

streamline data in a more meaningful way to make it comparable and uniform. The study 

considered a number of different methods for evaluating the courses and made the case 

that evaluations need to be consistent across programs. He further argues that a method of 

assessment needs to be developed that can be used to align the goals and objectives of 

ethics education for all accounting students to ensure that common issues and topics are 

addressed in every educational program. 

Without a consistent way to evaluate the ability of a program to achieve its 

intended outcomes, it cannot be determined objectively which format or curriculum will 

be most effective at communicating the importance of integrity and the development of 

moral reasoning within the profession. Loab’s study is a broader analysis not of the 

educational content itself, but how it can be assessed in a manner that minimizes bias and 

ensures that the information gathered is relevant and useful. The development of a 

consistent assessment tool for ethics education would help the profession to mold and 

shape programming that could significantly reduce ethical misconduct in practice.  
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Research clearly supports the implementation of ethics-focused education for 

students and professionals, but how these programs are developed and evaluated can 

vary. Research supports the development of a consistent tool to create, assess, and 

improve programs, and to increase the focus within the programs on a principle-based, 

postconventional view of moral reasoning. While the professional code of conduct that 

accountants are expected to abide by is becoming more rule-based in response to 

malpractice and ethical scandals, accountants should still focus on the root cause of 

ethical issues. The root cause is tied to the principles that define the ethical reasoning and 

decision-making that professionals have to institute on a regular basis.  

Authors of multiple studies recommend that the implementation of ethics courses 

should be directed and aligned, with consistency in its goals, outcomes, and objectives. 

Alignment could be achieved through regulation of ethics courses in certified accounting 

programs and focus of continuing education on ethics courses with similar outcomes.  

 

Conclusions 

The major conclusions of this research summary include the benefits of a diverse 

workforce, the importance of implementing both situational and principle-based ethics 

education in training and university programs, and fostering a culture that allows 

individuals with more diverse perspectives to enter and advance in the organization to 

avoid the effect of selection-socialization, which has been shown to negatively affect 

general ethical behavior. Promoting a clear code of conduct within an organization is also 

shown to be an important practice, and addressing common ethical dilemmas proactively 
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in a way that equips students and professionals with the tools to navigate complex moral 

situations.  

At times, ethical scandals have severely damaged the reputation of the accounting 

profession, but by considering the root causes of these issues and taking directed steps to 

resolve and prevent further issues, the profession can move forward and return to the 

focus on integrity that it once held.  

Most of the studies considered used the Defining Issues Test (DIT) as a tool to 

assess the moral reasoning of the subjects, as described by the stages in Kohlberg’s 

theory of moral development. The DIT is one of the most widely used survey tools in the 

study of behavioral ethics but is by no means a perfect evaluation of moral reasoning.  

As discussed earlier in the section there is a possibility that the survey has a level 

of inherent political bias. A study published in Behavioral Research in Accounting 

critiques the use of the Defining Issues Test in accounting ethics research and 

recommends that researchers consider other ethical theories and factors within the scope 

of Kohlberg’s theory that are often overlooked in the assessment of accounting ethics 

(Bailey, Scott and Thomas 2010). The theories developed by Kohlberg have been used 

for many decades but there are also other theoretical frameworks and modern theories 

that may offer new insights into the ethical behavior of professionals in the accounting 

field and beyond.  

While consistency in research methods allows studies to be more easily 

benchmarked and compared for the sake of making stronger arguments based on a larger 

pool of evidence, an argument can also be made for a departure from the DIT and 

consideration of ethical factors outside of what is considered by Kohlberg’s theory. For 
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the purpose of our research, we have chosen to use the Defining Issues Test because of its 

credibility, wide use and to ensure the comparability to the results of other studies and the 

general population. The tool itself will be evaluated in further detail in a later section 

(Chapter 4).  
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CHAPTER 3: THEORY 

The theory that paved the way for the theoretical frameworks that are used in the 

psychological field today was developed by Lawrence Kohlberg and defined moral reasoning in a 

progressive stage-model of development throughout the life of an individual. His theory, known 

as Kohlberg’s Stages of Moral Development, has been the basis for new tools that are capable of 

measuring the moral reasoning abilities of individuals, opening the door for a wide array of 

research on ethical behavior and how to improve moral reasoning.  

 

History of Moral Evaluation Methods 

Kohlberg made use of the Moral Judgement Interview (MJI), a time-intensive process 

that involves individually questioning subjects and subjectively judging them on certain moral 

development indicators. Because of the labor required for this process, moral development was 

not widely researched until the creation of the Defining Issues Test (DIT) in the 1970’s by James 

Rest. The DIT was generally in alignment with Kohlberg’s theoretical framework with a few 

distinctive factors that will be discussed in more detail later in this section. The advancement in a 

researcher’s ability to measure and analyze moral reasoning has led to a large volume and 

diversity of research that has been done in the decades following the development of the tool.  

While the DIT tool is more convenient and allows significantly more research to be 

completed, researchers have found a number of issues with the survey. These issues include an 

inherent political bias favoring liberal viewpoints, unclear evidence of a true progression model 

of development, and difficulty in differentiating valid responses from ones that may skew data 

(Kay 1982). These issues led to the development of other survey tools designed to more 

effectively judge moral development without the biases that have been found in the original 

Defining Issues Tests, such as the Stewart-Sprinthall Management Survey (SSMS) (Rizo and 
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Fisher 2004). James Rest also partnered with a team of psychologists in the late 1990’s to develop 

a new version of the Defining Issues Test (DIT-2) to improve the tool and address some of the 

criticisms of the original test. While the Defining Issues Test does have some valid criticisms, it 

remains the most widely used and respected indicator of moral reasoning in the field of 

psychology. Because of its prominence, I chose to use the revised Defining Issues Test (DIT-2) 

for my research.  

  

Kohlberg’s Stage Theory 

Lawrence Kohlberg set the stage for the advancement of modern psychological research 

with his theory of Stages of Moral Development, which was published as his dissertation from the 

University of Chicago in 1958. His theory includes six stages of moral development, grouped into 

three levels, each containing two stages. The fist level is labeled preconventional and includes 

stages 1 and 2. The second level is called conventional and is composed of stages 3 and 4. The 

final, third level is postconventional, made up of stages 5 and 6. The stages work to explain the 

ways in which individuals rationalize moral dilemmas, what factors they consider, and how the 

factors relate to their perspective of society and social cooperation as a whole. According to 

Kohlberg’s theory, an individual moves through these stages throughout their life although they 

may never progress all the way to the final stages of development.  

The preconventional level is defined by the focus on personal interests. The 

considerations of an individual at this level are on the selfish benefits or consequences of a 

particular course of action. The preconventional stage is generally associated with childhood and 

early adolescence beyond which time one usually develops into the conventional level of moral 

reasoning.  
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The conventional stage regards the effect of morality on society as a whole, and regard 

societal expectations such as rules, laws, and social norms. This level is often connected with 

adolescence, and possibly early adulthood; psychologists believe that a significant portion of 

people never develop past this stage.  

The final stage, postconventional, requires a consideration of society beyond the accepted 

rules and norms, and prescribes itself to a higher order of values or morals that is used to evaluate 

the socially accepted norms. This “higher order” thinking may cause people who have attained 

the postconventional level of moral development to question rules and laws in place, or even 

disregard them to appeal to their own higher purpose.  

For his application of the stage theoretical framework, Kohlberg made use of the Moral 

Judgement Interview (MJI), which makes use of a subjective evaluation of an individual’s verbal 

responses to ethical dilemmas. The MJI method is not commonly used in modern practice 

because of its labor-intensive nature and the relative effectiveness of newly developed tools for 

evaluating moral reasoning development. However, Kohlberg’s theories have been instrumented 

in developing new tools for surveying subjects and in interpretation of data within studies 

(Davison and Robins 1978).  

 

Theory of the Study 

My research investigates whether there is a relationship between the level of moral 

reasoning of Certified Public Accountants and the field in which they gained their experience 

required for certification. The study will compare accountants who have gained their experience 

in public accounting in audit and tax with those who have gained their experience in private 

accounting (industry)  
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 The significance of this research is to introduce a new demographic variable that has yet 

to be explored in the measurement of moral reasoning among accountants. While statistically 

significant relationships have been established regarding factors such as gender, age, education, 

specified training, political views, and culture, there has not been any research conducted that 

attempts to find a correlation between the moral reasoning of accountants and the field in which 

they gained their experience. This would be valuable information to inform the practices of 

educators and employers who want to efficiently target their ethics training programs and ensure 

that their recruiting practices are effective. By compiling data from surveys of recently licensed 

CPA's, we can identify and analyze trends within these samples of the population. For the 

purposes of our study, we divided the population based on those who have gained their 

experience in industry, public auditing and public tax.  

 

Thesis Statement 

 My hypothesis, due to the nature and objective of each division of professionals, is that 

the group with the highest level of moral reasoning will be those who have gained their 

experience in auditing, followed by those in tax, and finally those with experience in industry.  

 

Auditing  

The profession of auditing appears to have the most ‘moral’ purpose. The purpose of an 

audit is to provide an objective, independent opinion that the financial statements of a company 

are presented fairly, and to provide reasonable assurance that they are not materially misstated 

due to fraud or error. Auditing protects the interests of the stakeholders including their creditors, 

shareholders and customers. Auditing not only has a purpose that has moral connotations, but also 

inherently involves significant professional judgement in the issuing of an opinion and evaluation 



  43 

 
 

of the audit evidence which can be linked to principle-based moral reasoning in the higher levels 

of the stage theories, specifically the postconventional level or schema.  

Apart from the primary objective of auditing, there are elements of the auditing 

profession that do present cause for concern. The primary issue that is often discussed is an 

inherent conflict of interest because the auditing firm is compensated by the client. As the 

generation of revenue is the objective of every company, accounting firms being no exception, 

the conflict of interest issue could influence auditors to stray from their purpose of protecting the 

public. The profit motive is present in each discipline, and in auditing it is likely that the conflict 

of interest concern would exist at the level of those responsible for obtaining and maintaining 

business, the partners of the firm, and would only have subtle influence on the primary auditors. 

 

Taxation 

Tax on the other hand is by law rules-based. The practice of accounting for taxation is 

almost completely a process of navigating the complex rules of the Internal Revenue Code 

without apparent room for moral judgements. The objective of tax work is to maximize the after-

tax cash flows for companies or individuals. The interests they are working for are those of the 

client, not those of society or all stakeholders involved. In the perspective of the client, there is an 

adversarial relationship with the government. The client wants to maximize their own benefit at 

the expense of the government.  

However, there is also a code of conduct that tax preparers are required to follow to 

encourage ethical behavior. The code focuses primarily on professionals upholding their integrity 

by following the rules as prescribed by the government, which differs from the auditing 

profession, which requires the use of more subjective judgement. The tax professional’s client 

may be self-interested, but beyond the profit motive that exists for all professionals, it would 
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appear the primary ethical reasoning required of tax accountants is adhering to set rules. The 

goals of the practice would appear to align with moderate levels of moral reasoning, specifically 

those related to the conventional level or maintaining norms schema.  

 

Industry 

 Industry accounting is a broad category of functions that does not prescribe itself as 

directly to a principle or rules-based approach the way that the audit and tax functions do. 

Accountants who have worked in industry do not have conflicts of interest that can present 

themselves in the public sector. However, accountants who work in industry have incentives to 

benefit the company that they work for. Historically, this has led to fraudulent reporting and other 

scandals. From a long-term perspective, this is not beneficial to the company if it is uncovered, 

and can cause damage to the company. The prevalence of these issues despite long-term 

consequences is evidence of self-interested moral reasoning.  

 There are pressures that commonly exist in industry settings that are not common in the 

public sector, such as the pressure to meet analyst estimates, company goals, and bonus targets. 

These estimates and goals are typically tied to numbers such as growth, revenue, and earnings, 

which can be manipulated using accounting estimates or fraudulent reporting. The apparent 

incentives to forego ethical decisions to benefit the company suggests that accountants working in 

industry would be more likely to display a preconventional level of moral reasoning and logic in 

the personal interests schema.  

 

Table 1: Expected primary schema of moral reasoning development by accounting experience.  

 Personal Interests Maintaining Norms Postconventional 

Auditing   X 

Taxation  X  

Industry X   
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CHAPTER 4: METHODS 

Survey Tool  

The Defining Issues Test 

James Rest, a psychologist who closely followed Kohlberg’s work, developed the 

Defining Issues Tests (DIT), a written survey of moral development based on ethical dilemmas, 

while he served as a professor at the University of Minnesota in 1974 (Killen and Smetana 2006). 

The DIT was closely correlated with Kohlberg’s stage theory, with a few key differences related 

to the theoretical basis assumed in the administration of the survey tool. The survey itself requires 

the respondents to use a Likert-esque scale to rate and rank issue statements in relation to moral 

dilemmas, presented in the form of stories.  

The issue statements are not examples of complete reasoning, which requires the 

respondent to fill in the gaps in logic on their own. This partial reasoning evokes the necessity for 

the subject to use both bottom-up processing (stating just enough of an argument to trigger 

schema) and top-down processing (stating not too much of an argument so the respondent has to 

fill in meaning from schemas in long-term memory) (Rest, Narvaez, Thoma and Bebeau 1999).  

Forcing the subject to complete the reasoning of the statements also helps the respondents 

activate their own moral schemas, similar to Kohlberg’s levels of moral development. Each 

subject is required to rate twelve issue statements on their importance to the dilemma presented, 

then rank the top four issues.  

The issue statements trigger the subjects to respond based on their own preferred moral 

schema, which allows the scorers of the survey to effectively evaluate the respondent based on 

their level of moral development. The Defining Issues Test and all of Rest’s work is considered 

“Neo-Kohlbergian” because of certain theoretical departures from Kohlberg’s original theory. 

The specific theoretical comparisons will be discussed later in this section.  
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The DIT-2 

The Defining Issues Test has grown to be the most widely-used moral reasoning test for 

psychological research, despite a number of critiques that have surfaced from researchers using 

the tests throughout the last 40 years. Among these criticisms are the existence of political bias, 

failure of studies to accurately show development over time, and additional biases related to 

cultural values, education, training and IQ (Emley, Tarry and James 2007). 

While these concerns should be considered and addressed in any research, the large 

volume of research available using this tool makes it an ideal survey to use in order to produce 

comparable data. In 1999 Rest and his colleagues published an updated survey that improved 

upon the original DIT by making the survey briefer, aligning dilemmas with current events, 

improving the ability to identify unreliable respondents and more effectively indexing the scores 

of subjects (Rest, Narvaez, Thoma and Babeau 1999). 

Other studies have confirmed that the DIT-2 was a significant improvement in the 

theoretical basis and analysis methodology and has shown more accurate and significant results 

(Killen and Smetana 2006). I chose to make use of this updated survey, DIT-2, as it is a more 

accurate and theoretically sound version of Rest’s survey tool, which is widely regarded as the 

best tool for evaluating moral development.  

 The theoretical framework that serves as the basis of the Defining Issues Test is an 

adaptation of the original stage model of moral development developed by Kohlberg. Rest 

believed that, while Kohlberg’s theories had many advantages, there were a few aspects of the 

theory which could be improved. The similarities between the theoretical basis for Kohlberg and 

Rest’s methodologies of evaluating moral development include a number of assumptions and 

perspectives that are used to guide their processes. Similarities include the focus on the cognitive 

component of morality, the view of growth in terms of an individual’s development, the 

acceptance that an individual constructs their own perception of the social world and how 
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structures cooperate to support it, and the emphasis on the shift from conventional to 

postconventional development as a key component of adolescent and adult development (Killen 

and Smetana 2006). 

Another theoretical commonality between the two approaches is the applicability of the 

approaches to macromorality. As opposed to micromorality, which addresses the face-to-face 

interactions of everyday life, macromorality is the focus on morality as it applies to the formal 

structure of society as it is defined by structures, rules, and roles [Rest, Narvaez, Thoma and 

Babeau 1999 (2)]. Macromorality is an important concept to consider when conducting research 

using this kind of theoretical framework in order to guide the application of research findings and 

focus analysis on the broader picture that the DIT and MJI are more capable of addressing.  

 

Rest’s Theoretical Framework 

In addition to the similar approaches of James Rest and Lawrence Kohlberg there are 

marked differences that Rest adopted with the intention of improving the tool and theory to be 

more accurate and applicable. The first of these is the revision of Kohlberg’s strong-stage 

perspective of moral development, which casts subjects as only existing in one stage of moral 

development, with a linear progression through the stages over a lifetime. Instead, Rest developed 

his “Moral Schemas,” which are essentially aligned with Kohlberg’s three levels, to allow for 

individuals to have access to multiple schemas at once. The three schemas are titled Personal 

Interests, Maintaining Norms, and Postconventional, and an individual generally moves through 

the three schemas in the same way that one develops along the stages and levels of Kohlberg’s 

theory.  

The Personal Interests schema is often correlated with the preconventional level of 

Kohlberg’s theory, but some psychologists argue that the schema Rest describes is more 
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applicable to stages 2 and 3 of Kohlberg’s theory. Regardless, the schema is defined similarly to 

the stage theory, with a focus on self-interest and what benefits and consequences are directly 

applicable to the individual.  

The Maintaining Norms schema is preferred by individuals capable of conceptualizing 

the interrelatedness of society and has elements defined within Rest’s theory as need for norms, 

society-wide scope, partial reciprocity, and duty orientation. Individuals with preferences in this 

schema gain consensus by appealing to established practices and existing authority. The 

Postconventional schema, as in Kohlberg’s model, is the final level of the moral hierarchy. The 

Postconventional Schema defines moral obligations based on shared ideals, which must be 

reciprocal and open to debate and logical tests by the community’s experience.  

Rest’s theory includes specific elements that are the basis of each of the stages that are 

measured through his survey tool. The elements that make up the postconventional schema are 

primacy of moral criteria, appeal to an ideal, sharable ideals, and full reciprocity. An individual 

with a preference for the postconventional schema gains consensus by appealing to ideals and 

logical coherence [Rest, Narvaez, Thoma and Babeau 1999 (2)]. The Defining Issues Test, 

instead of attempting to assess a specific stage of moral development, evaluates the preferred 

schema of the respondent through their own resonance with the issue statements presented [Rest, 

Narvaez, Thoma and Babeau 1999 (2)]. Another difference of Rest’s “Neo-Kohlbergian” basis 

from Kohlberg’s original theory is the definition of the postconventional level (schema). The 

definition used by Rest and his contemporaries is much broader, and considers a wide variety of 

schools of thought that fit the general concept of adhering to a higher level of values or morality.  

Based on my understanding of the theoretical frameworks at the basis of these tools, I 

chose to move forward with the updated version of the Defining Issues Test for our research 

(DIT-2). Within the analysis of my survey results, I will apply the original theoretical models 
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developed by Kohlberg as well as the additional elements that have been developed for analysis 

of the two different survey tools devised by James Rest.  

 

The IRB 

Due to the selected subject population for our study, my research methodology and plans 

required approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB). This is necessary because my 

research uses human subjects, and the board is intended to ensure the ethical treatment of human 

subjects in research environments. There are a number of steps that must be completed in order to 

obtain approval for a study from the Institutional Review Board. These steps include the 

completion of online training videos regarding the ethical treatment of human subjects by both 

the principal investigator and the student researcher, the preparation of adequate documentation 

explaining the research methodology in detail, providing the necessary disclosures to participants 

and obtaining their free and informed consent and careful processes to guarantee the subjects that 

no identifying information will be disclosed throughout the study.  

Using the Institutional Review Board application and example documents from an 

Oregon State University faculty member that recently completed research using human subjects, I 

planned the research study and prepared the required documentation for approval by the board. 

The required documents included the Explanation of Research, Research Protocol, Consent 

Letter, and the Recruitment Letter (included in Appendices A-E). For a more detailed description 

of the specifics of the survey processes, see the attached documents prepared for IRB approval. 

 

Research Method 

For the process of contacting participants and collecting the data for our study, I chose to 

communicate with potential participants primarily through written communication. The first step 
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of the process was identifying the group of potential subjects to whom I will send the recruitment 

letter. I identified the target population as recently licensed Certified Public Accountants, whose 

contact information was provided to me by the Oregon Board of Accountancy.  

My goal was to attain a sample of 100 subjects, so I cast my initial net much wider to 

account for the expected low response rate. I planned to send the recruitment letter to as many 

individuals within the target population as possible, which would inform them of the purpose of 

the study, what to expect in participating, and how to confirm their interest. A willing subject 

would return the included form with their confirmation of interest in participating in a pre-

addressed stamped envelope that will be enclosed with the materials.  

I originally planned to wait for receipt of their confirmation of participation, at which 

time they would be sent the survey form in a packet with the Explanation of Research, Consent 

Letter and demographic questionnaire. However, to increase response and minimize the time that 

it took to administer the survey, I sent out approximately 200 surveys along with all the required 

materials to the subjects in our identified population. The subjects would affirm their consent, 

indicate their demographics (in relation to the distinction in research populations) and complete 

the survey. They returned the survey in the mail, which upon receipt was removed from any 

identifying information about the subject or their employer. The only information that was kept 

with the survey response was be the demographic indication of their area of accounting 

experience. The responses were compiled, and any results published will only be revealed in 

aggregate form. 

After sending out the initial round of surveys, I chose to also send out a follow-up letter 

to our participants to increase response rate further.  

 



  51 

 
 

Documentation 

In this section, I will include each of the documents and forms that were required to 

complete to obtain approval from the IRB, and will explain in more detail their purpose. Included 

in the figures below are the certificates of completion of the ethics training (Appendix A), the 

initial application to the IRB (Appendix B), the explanation of research (Appendix C), the 

research protocol (Appendix D), the recruiting letter (Appendix E), and the follow-up letter 

(Appendix F). Due to copyright concerns, I cannot include a copy of the survey instrument (DIT-

2), which was purchased from the Center for the Study of Ethical Development, an entity of the 

University of Alabama. For more information about the survey itself, visit their website at 

www.ethicaldevelopment.ua.edu.  

 

Ethics Training Completion 

The first document is the certification of completion for the ethics training administered 

by the Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (see Appendix A). This training was required 

both by the Institutional Review Board and by the Honors College as an option for the completion 

of the Thesis: Learn stage of the UHC degree requirements.  

The training involved a set of ten modules covering the history of ethical research and 

important considerations and best practices for the study of human subjects. Both the Principal 

Investigator (Dr. Graham) and the student researcher completed the training. The course was 

informational and intriguing, and provided several valuable insights that helped guide me in how 

I chose to execute our study. For example, the course described the different levels of risk that 

can be associated with studies and how to properly inform participants in a manner that they have 

capacity to give their informed consent.  
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Initial Application 

The initial application was the basis for many of the other documents that were included, 

and helped me to determine what was needed to have the study approved (see Appendix B). In 

November I submitted an application outlining what I planned to do, at which time the IRB 

responded with some feedback and indicated what materials I would need to produce in order to 

gain approval.  

Dr. Graham was also able to obtain a number of the documents that had been prepared 

for another research study by an Oregon State University researcher, which was very helpful in 

determining what needed to be included in our materials. Because my study is relatively risk-free, 

many of the items on the application did not apply to us. However, my study was not in the 

category of lowest risk, which would allow it to be exempt from review by the IRB. Our study 

does, however, qualify for an expedited review, which does not require an entire board decision 

and will help us to move the process along faster. 

I updated our application after completing the documents that they had indicated should 

be complete and sent in the revised application in January. I scheduled a meeting with the 

Institutional Review Board in which we discussed the documents that I provided them and any 

changes that would be necessary before we proceed with the study. 

 

Explanation of Research 

The next document is the explanation of research, which is one of the most important 

documents because it will be provided to the participants prior to completing the survey (see 

Appendix C). The language must be clear to ensure that the individual taking the survey is fully 

informed and capable of consenting to participate in the study. Using the template provided by 



  53 

 
 

the IRB, I provided the information in a question and answer format intended to answer common 

questions about the purpose of the research and the details of their participation.  

This explanation of research document is of particular interest in the IRB review to 

ensure that all necessary disclosures are made to protect the rights of human subjects participating 

in the study. The key items included in the document are the details regarding the purpose of the 

study, confidentiality of the data collected, the logistics of taking part in the study, and the 

voluntary status of participation. The explanation of research specifies that it acts as waiver of 

written consent and is an implied agreement by the subject to assume any risks associated with 

the study and allow the researchers to use any information provided. 

 

Research Protocol 

The research protocol, unlike the explanation of research, will not be provided to the 

participants and is only for the use of the IRB (see Appendix D). The research protocol goes into 

significantly more detail than the explanation of research, which is designed to be concise for the 

purpose of informing the participant of just what they need to know. The protocol informs the 

IRB of how you plan to go about recruiting participants, the materials you will use for marketing 

and the entire process of how the surveys will be administered.  

The document also requires a section summarizing the research of past studies completed 

on the subject and how it justifies any further research. The research section shows that I have 

adequately researched the topic and know enough about the subject to conduct a competent 

research study that will be beneficial to the academic community and add to the body of research 

surrounding the topic. Having already prepared my literature review for my thesis, it was 

relatively straightforward to provide a summary of some of the more relevant research in a 

concise manner for the IRB to review. 
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The Protocol document is broken into sections, outlining the personnel conducting the 

research, any funding required and, the largest section of the document, the description of the 

research. There are a number of items that are required which do not apply to my study, but were 

intended to identify studies which present additional risk to the participants which would require 

a full review of the IRB board. The document provides a step-by-step overview of the study 

processes, including what materials will be used initially to recruit the participants, and to debrief 

them after the study has been completed. The protocol is not only helpful for the IRB but also to 

ensure I have a detailed plan in order to conduct my study. 

 

Recruiting Letter 

The final required document is the recruiting letter (see Appendix E). The letter is 

designed to help us identify individuals in our target population that would be willing to 

participate in the survey. I considered randomly choosing 200 individuals (the number of surveys 

we ordered) in our population to send the survey to, but decided that this method would be 

unlikely to yield an adequate response rate to make larger claims based on the data.  

I initially thought that I could make better use of limited resources by casting a wider net 

with an initial recruiting letter, which is much cheaper to distribute than the survey itself and then 

only send actual surveys to CPAs who have already agreed to complete it. However, I ended up 

deciding to increase the number of surveys sent and do the best I could with the response rate that 

we could get.  

The letter is intentionally very concise, as it is designed to minimize the effort required 

on the part of the participant if they choose to take part in the study. There were pre-addressed, 

stamped envelopes included with the recruitment letter and the survey materials to further 
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mitigate any inconvenience necessary for the participants to confirm their willingness to engage 

in the research.  

 

Follow-up Letter 

 After having sent the surveys out to our population, and observing a relatively small 

initial response, I decided it would be wise to send out a follow-up correspondence. The idea of 

this was to remind them of the invitation to participate in the study, further encourage them to 

respond, and set a deadline for responses to increase the sense of urgency. 

 

Survey Document 

I am unable to provide a copy of the actual survey form in this project due to the 

copyrighted nature of the material, but it was provided to the Institutional Review Board prior to 

approval of the research, and can be explained in brief below. The DIT-2 survey, which is an 

evolution of the original Defining Issues Test devised by James Rest as an alternative to 

Lawrence Kohlberg's time consuming Moral Justice Interview (See "Survey Tool" for full history 

and analysis), is composed of a sequence of scenarios designed to introduce moral dilemma to the 

subjects.  

The subject is asked to read the scenario then read a number of statements provided to 

them about the scenario. They are asked to first rate the statements relative to their own 

judgement of the situation and rank the statements in order of importance. Once the subject has 

completed the scenarios they return to us the survey and answer sheet. The answer sheets are then 

sent to the Center for the Study of Ethical Development for scoring. The Center correlates scores 

with moral schemas that can then be used to document patterns and trends in the responses. 
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IRB Processes 

IRB Review 

The process to get the study approved by the Institutional Review Board was relatively 

straightforward. Once I had the correct materials prepared, I met with a representative from the 

IRB at Oregon State who had reviewed our application. The representative shared a few sections 

that needed revisions and identified that it was unclear whether my survey fell into the category 

of an exempt review, or an expedited review. An exempt review would simply require that we 

make the revisions and send in the paperwork at which time I would be able to move forward 

with the process. An expedited review would require the board to review the application and 

choose whether to approve the study in its current form.  

The ambiguity of the review required exists due to the nature of questioning subjects on 

their moral reasoning which may include enough inherent risk to the subjects that the board 

would need to review it. The comments I received on my initial submissions were rather minor 

and straightforward with some as simple as one-line disclosures that are required to ensure we 

align with the IRB policies. One of the comments required clarification of processes, which did 

take a brief discussion to clarify a misconception that was not clearly articulated within the 

application.  

There was also a question of whether I would collect demographic information regarding 

the field of work of the individual or if it would just be collected given our knowledge of the 

individuals and their employers. There was discussion of whether that was adequately explained 

in the disclosure document and it was determined that no additional information was required to 

make this clear. Thus, the demographic information we need will be collected in the survey tool 

itself.  
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The changes were made quickly and the application materials were returned for the IRB 

to inform us of whether the review process would be a longer expedited review or if it was 

exempt and we could move on with the surveys. Once the IRB responded with their final decision 

on the project I started working on preparing the surveys, as the initial goal was to finish the 

project in Spring. However, I chose to extend the timeline to ensure a more thorough process and 

complete thesis.   

 

IRB Decision 

When I received word from the IRB on the decision they had made they notified me that 

my study did in fact qualify for an exempt review. This means that I could simply move forward 

with the revised documents to conduct the study that I had proposed to the board. As I wanted to 

finish the project in a timely manner, it was very helpful that I could get an exempt review and 

move on with my surveys to ensure completion in time for a successful defense and participation 

in the thesis poster fair.  

Once I received my exempt notice on February 9th I needed to send out the initial 

recruiting letters within a few weeks to allow time for the participants to respond with their 

interest receive a survey and return it in time for me to have them scored and include the results 

in this thesis paper. This timeframe was also considered in my decision to forego the model of 

recruiting participants prior to distributing surveys. According to the timeline provided by the 

University Honors College, the original intention was to have a finished draft of the thesis by the 

middle of April, and finish revising in early May. The poster fair and defense would occur in mid 

to late May, which gave us a relatively constrained time window to complete the actual survey 

process of the project.  
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After considering the challenges of response during the busy season for accountants, we 

decided to delay the timeline and focus on finishing the following winter, prior to my graduation. 

 

Reflections 

If I were to do the project again, I would have done a better job of research and 

preparation going into the process so that I was more informed about what would be required to 

get the survey approved and distributed, and would have avoided the short time window I was 

faced with that almost ended up in a finalized thesis without full results from the survey. This 

would have been unfortunate and left me feeling unsatisfied with a somewhat incomplete project 

even with all the time and effort put into it. The process of preparing a project like this, 

completing the background research, and getting the survey tool approved by the IRB was quite 

an endeavor in itself. I have learned a lot about the process of research. Thankfully, I chose to 

extend our timeline so that we would be able to finish the project and have a complete package 

that we are truly proud of.  
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CHAPTER 5: RESULTS OF STUDY 

 After the surveys had been sent out following busy season in the spring, I gave the 

participants a number of months to respond. I also sent a follow-up letter to those who had 

received surveys to increase our response rate. When I stopped receiving completed surveys at 

the end of the summer, I had collected data from 36 participants in total, with a reasonable spread 

among our three sample groups.  

 While the sample is not large enough to draw conclusions about the population as a 

whole, it is sufficient for the purposes of this project and will allow me to examine general trends 

apparent in our data set.  

 After receiving the responses, I performed statistical analysis on the data set in order to 

analyze apparent correlations and trends within our data. Because the information I received was 

a summary of the data and not the raw scores, I was somewhat limited in my ability to extrapolate 

on the data I collected to synthesize a larger sample and draw conclusions using this method. This 

limited me to a few simple methods of statistical analysis, which should be sufficient within the 

scope of our study.  

 

Data Collected 

 The survey tools that we issued were returned to the Center for the Study of Ethical 

Development at the University of Alabama, where they were processed and the results were 

returned to us. The center tallied the raw scores and returned a summary of the responses 

collected, including the mean scores and standard deviations of each subgroup for the schema 

indicators (Personal Interests, Maintaining Norms, Postconventional). The summary of results 

received is included in Appendix G.  The creators of the DIT-2 also developed a metric named 
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the “N2” score that systematically weights the scores of the different stages in order to better 

represent the comprehensive scores of the sample.  

 

Interpretation of the Scores 

 The Personal Interests score represents the amount of responses of the sample that 

display moral reasoning consistent with the first schema of moral reasoning, composed of 

Kohlberg’s stages 2 and 3: self-interest and social consensus. These are effectively consistent 

with the pre-conventional level of moral reasoning from Kohlberg’s model. The Maintain Norms 

score represents the second schema, conventional moral reasoning, and includes answers that 

represent stage 4 reasoning. The P score is indicative of the post-conventional level of reasoning, 

which is why many studies use this score to show relative levels of moral development. The 

stages included in this level are stage 5 and 6. The N2 score is called the “New Index” score, and 

it accounts for the prioritization of post-conventional reasoning as well as the amount of lower 

ratings the subject gives to Personal Interests reasoning. This theoretically gives a better overall 

picture of the subject’s moral reasoning than simply using the P score.  

 

Statistical Analysis 

 The primary focus of my study is comparing the moral reasoning scores of the three 

samples to look for variance within our larger population. This can be effectively measured using 

a multiple-sample analysis of variance (ANOVA) test of the means of each sample. This test can 

be repeated for each of the moral reasoning scores returned from the surveys.  

 In addition to my primary investigation of the difference between the sample groups, I 

also analyzed the differences between my sample as a whole and the established norms for the 

DIT-2 test. These norms are established by the compilation of all of the data collected by the 
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Center for the Study of Ethical Development and included in the packet of materials that I 

received from the organization. I used a 2-sample t-test of means to compare my sample with the 

established norms for the survey tool in each of the stage scores provided.  

 

Results 

Three Samples 

 My survey distinguished between three separate groups within our sample: accountants 

working in public accounting audit (attest), those working in public accounting tax, and those 

working in industry. I received 16 responses from attest, 13 from tax, and 7 from industry. The 

means for each group, for each score (Personal Interests, Maintain Norms, Post Conventional, 

N2) were attest: 15.54, 44.06, 36.65, 40.81; tax: 19.67, 37.07, 39.66, 42.23; and industry: 11.43, 

41.71, 41.71, 46.35.  

 The analysis of variance (ANOVA) test for multiple samples requires explanation of 

variation between groups and within groups using sum of squares calculations and applicable 

degrees of freedom. This allows for calculation of the F statistic and P value, which represent the 

ratio of quantities expected to be equal and the probability statistic to be compared to the 

significance level chosen for the test. These test statistics allow the user to evaluate the null 

hypothesis that the samples are equal against the alternative hypothesis that they are not equal. I 

used a 95% confidence interval, which means that my P value for significance is 0.05. Any value 

below this level would allow us to reject the null hypothesis that the values are equal among the 

samples.  
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3-Sample Analysis of Variance (ANOVA): Comparative means of attest, tax, industry for each 

schema.  

 

 I used the same null hypothesis for each score, that the three groups within our sample 

are equal (H0: µAttest=µTax=µIndustry; H1: One of the means is different). The calculations completed 

are included in the figure above. For the Personal Interests score, the analysis of variance test 

returned a p value of 0.2747. This value suggests that there is not a statistically significant 

difference in the means of the three groups’ Personal Interests scores. The P values for Maintain 
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Norms, Post Conventional, and N2 were 0.6587, 0.7922, and 0.6863, respectively. These also do 

not show statistically significant differences in means from one group to another. Based on my 

sample and the tests I have conducted, I failed to reject the null hypothesis that the means of the 

three groups within my sample are equal regarding the four scores provided from my data.  

 

Sample versus Norms 

 To follow up the analysis of variance between the three subgroups within the sample that 

I collected, I analyzed the potential difference between the entire sample and the established 

norms of the DIT-2 survey tool. This allows me to make comparisons between accountants and 

the general population. These calculations are included in the figure on the following page. The 

means for the sample as a whole were 16.23, 41.08, 38.72, and 42.40, compared to the norms of 

19.76, 31.41, 44.87, and 44.97 for Personal Interests, Maintaining Norms, Post Conventional and 

N2.  

 Because this comparison is of 2 samples instead of 3, it was more effective to use a 2-

sample t-test. This test similarly uses a null hypothesis of the samples being equal and an 

alternative hypothesis that they are not, and the calculated t-value is compared to a critical value 

based on the confidence value used. I used a 95% confidence level again, which makes the 

critical value t=1.9673. My null hypothesis is that the samples are equal (H0: µSample=µNorm; H1: 

µSample≠µNorm).  
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t-test: Results of 2-sample t-test of sample means vs. norms; bar chart of comparative means.  

 

 I calculated the t statistic for each of the four scores. The values were 1.3401, 2.3086, 

1.5846 and 0.7604. The only one of these that was larger than my critical value was the score for 

Maintain Norms, which allows me to reject the null hypothesis that the mean of our sample and 
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the norms are the same in relation to that particular score. The scores from my sample showed a 

statistically significant increase from what is expected through the norms of the test. For the other 

three scores, there was no significant deviation and I failed to reject the null hypothesis that they 

are statistically equal.   

 

Conclusions 

 Based on the data I collected and the statistical analysis completed, there was no 

significant correlation between the type of accounting career and the moral reasoning of the 

professional. While there were small differences in the average responses collected from the 

groups, my small sample did not allow me to find any statistical deviations outside of the range of 

variation that I would expect from my study. This leads me to conclude that the level of moral 

reasoning of professionals in auditing, tax, and industry accounting is roughly the same.  

 In my secondary analysis comparing my data from my entire sample to the norms 

established by the Center for Ethical Development based on their database of surveys conducted, 

I was able to find some basic correlation. Specifically, my data showed that subjects working in 

the accounting profession scored statistically higher than the norm in the Maintaining Norms 

schema. The Maintaining Norms schema represents the tendency of the subject to support moral 

reasoning consistent with upholding and defending the rules of society. This can be compared to a 

principles-based ethical reasoning approach, which would be indicated by higher scores in the 

post-conventional schema. This aligns with the logic expressed in my research and the basis of 

my interest in the topic, that the accounting profession has been relying on an increasingly rules-

based ethical system. 
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Future Research 

To examine these correlations more in-depth, a larger sample would need to be surveyed, 

both larger in number and in area (outside of Oregon). This primary study was limited in 

geographical reach, number of professionals reached, and response rate to the survey. This small 

sample was sufficient for the level of research intended, a basic experiment to fulfill the 

requirements of an undergraduate degree and gain exposure to the process of primary research. 

However, to draw more credible conclusions and further develop theories related to these topics, 

a greater sample size would need to be employed, or methods to increase response rate 

implemented. To increase sample size, an effort could be made to involve nationwide or 

international accountancy boards, professional accounting societies, or governments. This would 

allow for a greater number of subjects to be sampled over a broader area, adding legitimacy to the 

conclusions found. Greater numbers could also be sampled if the population was expanded 

beyond recently licensed CPA’s to all active CPA’s in a given area, if their contact information 

could be obtained. It may be possible to increase the response rate by including a number of 

follow-up correspondences, a longer time window, or working directly with large employers to 

encourage participation.  
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APPENDICIES 

Appendix A: CITI Training Certificate 

Documents verifying the completion of modules required for training in the ethical treatment of 

human subjects. 
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Appendix B: IRB Application 

The required application to the Institutional Review Board to approve human subject research. 
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 Appendix C: Explanation of Research 

The Explanation of Research disclosure form that will be provided to the participants and 

confirm their implied consent.  
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Appendix D: Research Protocol 

The Research Protocol form for approval by the IRB staff. 



  80 

 
 

 



  81 

 
 

 



  82 

 
 

 



  83 

 
 

 



  84 

 
 

 



  85 

 
 

Appendix E: Recruiting Letter 

The letter that will be used for recruiting of participants.  
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Appendix F: Follow-up Letter 

The follow-up letter distributed to participants in order to increase response rate.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



  87 

 
 

Appendix G: Sample Results 

Data received from the Center for the Study of Ethical Development; summary of the responses 
of our sample.  
 
Total Sample: 
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Attest: 
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Tax: 
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Industry: 
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