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Introduction

Corporate accounting scandals worldwide, such as Enron, 
Parmalat and Anglo Irish Bank, undermined public confi-
dence in the moral character of the accounting profession 
(Mele et al. 2017; Satava et al. 2006). These scandals high-
lighted the importance of understanding environmental fac-
tors that affect accountants’ commitment to the occupational 
values of professionalism (Jackling et al. 2007; Graafland 
and Van de Ven 2011), which emphasize independent client 
assessment oriented toward public good (Loeb 1988; Duska 
and Duska 2003). A fundamental assumption of the research 
on business ethics (Sen 1987; Ghoshal 2005; Ferraro et al. 
2005) and professions (Ritzer and Walcak 1988; Freidson 
2001; Timmermans and Berg 2003) is that these occupa-
tional values are undermined in vocational environments 
that are dominated by economic rationality. This is because 
economically rational action, in the most generic sense, 
standardizes human activity in accordance with the logic 
of instrumentally rational calculation that utilizes the most 
effective means to achieve self-interested ends (Huehn 2008; 
Dierksmeier 2011; Racko 2017a). Prior studies demonstrate 
how the occupational values of business professionals and 
students are undermined in business education programs, 
which are guided homogenously by economic rational-
ity (Frank et al. 1993; Lynnette and Davis 2004; Ghoshal 
2005; Wang et al. 2011; Huehn 2014; Racko et al. 2017). 
The practical implication of these studies is that socializa-
tion of occupational values is particularly important in eco-
nomically rationalized study and work environments.

Our study advances the understanding of the normative 
effect of economically rationalized environments by examin-
ing the effect of the economic rationalization of countries on 
the occupational values of accounting professionals. This is 
important for two reasons. First, economic rationalization 
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of countries is theoretically recognized as a key macro-
structural force that influences individuals’ values across 
distinct national cultures, organizational types and sectors 
of employment (Weber 1978; Hofstede 2001; Inglehart and 
Welzel 2005; Ferraro et al. 2005). Because in countries with 
a more rationalized national economy work is more homog-
enously guided by the values of economic rationality that 
emphasize instrumentally rational utilization of resources, 
people in these countries are more likely to act in an instru-
mentally rational way by using the most effective means 
to achieve self-interested ends (Weber 1978; Tonnies 1996; 
Ferraro et al. 2005; Ritzer 2011). In these countries, people 
are more likely to adopt calculative and strategic approach 
to human interaction and to be responsive to incentives that 
facilitate utility maximization. While economic rationali-
zation is an important medium for the transmission of the 
values of economic rationality, its effects on accountants’ 
values have not been examined.

Second, the theory concerning the normative effects of 
economic rationalization is inconsistent. On the one hand, 
economic rationalization may decrease the priority of 
accounting professionals’ occupational values by reorgan-
izing their mental processes in accordance with the calcu-
lative logic of economic rationality (Weber 1978; Tonnies 
1996; Ritzer 2011; Racko 2011). Business professionals who 
internalize the values of economic rationality in economi-
cally rationalized work environments are likely to sacrifice 
their occupational concern with independence and public 
good to pursue their economic self-interest (Goshal 2005; 
Ferraro et al. 2005; Huehn 2014). On the other hand, eco-
nomic rationalization can increase the commitment of busi-
ness professionals to these occupational values by generating 
resources, which can increase their occupational autonomy 
and pro-social concern with public good by freeing them 
from the material necessities of survival (Lerner 1958; 
Inkeles and Smith 1974; Inglehart and Welzel 2005). We 
test these contradictory insights by examining the following 
research question: Does economic rationalization decrease 
or increase accounting professionals’ occupational values?

The paper is structured as follows. In the next section, 
we highlight the occupational values of accounting profes-
sionals and present the hypotheses of the impact effect of 
economic rationalization on these values. Subsequently, we 
review the methods and findings. Finally, we consider the 
theoretical and practical implications of our findings.

Theoretical Background: Values and Economic 
Rationalization

We define human values as enduring normative standards 
about how life ought to be that determine human behavior 
(Rokeach 1973; Schwartz 1992). Human values are mutually 

irreconcilable and ordered in the hierarchy of importance. 
As normative standards that prescribe desirable modes 
of behavior, values are distinct from the properties of the 
object, such as its monetary value or utility value, and are 
irreducible to a particular form of behavior, such as instru-
mentally rational economic behavior (Racko 2011). Values 
are also distinct from behavior. While values guide behaviors 
across distinct contexts, behaviors are more context specific 
and more contingent on external reinforcement than are val-
ues (Meglino and Ravlin 1998). The occupational values 
of professionalism determine the norms, rules and ethical 
standards of a profession and enable its representatives to 
coordinate work based on shared goals and similar ways of 
identifying problems and solutions (Abbott 1988; Freidson 
2001; Evetts 2013).1 These values enable representatives of 
a profession to secure autonomous control over the restricted 
domains of expert knowledge and practice (Abbott 1988) by 
determining the consistency with which they behave ethi-
cally toward their colleagues, clients and society (Freidson 
2001; Ritzer and Walcak 1988). Occupational values of pro-
fessionalism are socialized in the vocational education pro-
grams of universities as well as professional organizations 
and associations (Larson 1977; Evetts 2013).

Today the most highly regarded value classification is 
Schwartz’s (1992) taxonomy of human values that at the 
more general level differentiates values into four catego-
ries: self-transcendence as opposed to self-enhancement, 
and openness to change as opposed to conservation (Hitlin 
and Piliavin 2004; Racko 2017c). This value classification 
integrates the value dimensions proposed by classical value 
taxonomies of Parsons (1951), Toennies (1957) and Weber 
(1978) (Racko 2011). It has been empirically validated in 
more than 60 countries worldwide (Schwartz 2006; Davidov 
et al. 2008). Schwartz’s (1992) value taxonomy rarely has 
been used to measure professionals’ values (Racko 2017b). 
However, research on the professionalism in general (Par-
sons 1954; Abbott 1988; Ritzer and Walcak 1988; Freidson 
2001; Evetts 2013) and the accounting professionalism in 
particular (Loeb 1988; Huss and Patterson 1993; Duska and 

1 We define professionalism in terms of the normative principles and 
formal rules that characterize a profession (Abbott 1988; Freidson 
2001; Evetts 2013). Profession is defined as an occupational group 
that has autonomous control over expert “jurisdiction” or restricted 
domains of expert knowledge and practice. Professions legitimize 
their jurisdictional authority over a specific domain of specialized 
expert knowledge by securing autonomous control over the specifica-
tion of the legitimate goals and means of profession (i.e., expertise, 
work techniques, ethics standards, etc.). The attainment of profes-
sional status by a specific occupational group is often interpreted as 
the outcome of “professional projects,” or attempts to enact a “regula-
tive bargain” in which scarce knowledge and skills are translated into 
legitimate recognition from states, in the form of professional status 
and monopoly over a jurisdictional domain (Larson 1977).
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Duska 2003; Mele 2005; Pakaluk and Cheffers 2011; Klein 
2015) suggests that the occupational values of professional-
ism generically emphasize (1) public good, which according 
to Schwartz’s (1992) taxonomy is a normative goal of self-
transcendence values, and (2) independence and creativity, 
which for Schwartz (1992) is a normative goal of openness 
to change values. Below, we consider each of these values 
in turn.

Self‑Transcendence Values

Accounting professionals pursue self-transcendence val-
ues, emphasizing the public good, to ensure that they are 
working to further the public interest rather than their own 
self-interest (Loeb 1988; Duska and Duska 2003; Mele 
2005; Jackling et al. 2007; Lan et al. 2008; Pakaluk and 
Cheffers 2011). The codes of conduct of international and 
national professional associations, such as the International 
Federation of Accountants (IFAC), require accountants to 
act with integrity and honesty in relation to the interests of 
all stakeholders. These interests include not only those of 
investors, shareholders, creditors, business owners, custom-
ers and suppliers, but also the interests of society as a whole. 
IFAC explicitly states that acting in the interest of the public 
entails assessment of “the extent to which, for society, as a 
whole the benefits of the action, decision, or policy outweigh 
the costs” (IFAC 2012: 4). Therefore, accounting profession-
als are required to serve the interests of diverse stakeholders 
instead of the narrow interests of their employers and clients.

In pursuing the public interest, professionals should avoid 
conflicts of interest and should not deliberately misrepresent 
facts or deceive clients about the outcomes of their work. 
When accountants identify a threat to their occupational 
integrity resulting from a conflict of interest, they should 
resign from the client or from the employing organization. 
They should not exploit knowledge asymmetries in interac-
tion with the recipients of knowledge, and they should not 
abuse their expertise or confidential information acquired 
as a result of professional and business relationships to gain 
an unfair advantage at clients’ expense. Accountants are 
required to refrain from any actions that would discredit the 
reputation and interests of the profession.

Pursuit of public interest enables accounting profession-
als to maintain intra-occupational cohesion by facilitating 
collegial relations among occupational peers (Freidson 
2001; Evetts 2013). It prevents accountants from engaging 
in opportunistic conduct, such as, for example, misrepre-
senting financial information or using this information for 
personal benefit in way that is detrimental to their peers. It 
also enables accountants to pursue their collective interest 
as members of a profession by maintaining cooperative rela-
tions with the members of other professions.

Openness to Change Values

Accounting professionals also pursue openness to change 
values, emphasizing independence and creativity, to 
maintain their autonomy in the creation, innovation and 
application of accounting expertise (Loeb 1988; Huss 
and Patterson 1993; Duska and Duska 2003; Pakaluk and 
Cheffers 2011; Bampton and Cowton 2013; Klein 2015). 
The international and national codes of accounting eth-
ics require professionals to exercise independence in cli-
ent assessment. In their professional work, accountants 
should provide an impartial assessment of their clients. 
Their occupational judgment should not be subordinated 
to external pressures, and they should avoid engagement 
in any relationships, partnerships or associations that may 
bias or unduly influence their independent judgement. 
Occupational independence also requires the mainte-
nance and refinement of knowledge and skills that enable 
accountants to exercise objectivity and professional scep-
ticism. Above all, accountants should not sell their occu-
pational autonomy in exchange for any financial interest.

Although accountants use expertise that is to some 
extent codified and standardized, they also draw on 
abstract concepts and discretionary judgments to develop 
creative and ethical solutions under conditions of uncer-
tainty. For example, accountants may face uncertainty 
when confronted with the ethical dilemma of pursuing 
either the public interest or their own self-interest in cli-
ent evaluations. When faced with such an ethical dilemma, 
accountants are expected to demonstrate creativity in 
considering the ethical consequences of their actions 
and to act in accordance with the values of accounting 
professionalism.

Pursuit of autonomy enables professionals to maintain 
the legitimacy of their occupation by securing stakehold-
ers’ confidence in the impartial character of their work 
(Freidson 2001; Abbott 1988). The existing shareholders 
and potential investors of a company rely on account-
ants’ audit reports to make informed decisions about their 
investments. When accountants relinquish their occupa-
tional autonomy by generating fraudulent audit reports in 
the narrow interests of their employers or clients, they not 
only undermine stakeholders’ confidence in their work, 
but also shatter public trust in the institutional credibility 
of their profession (Cottel and Perlin 1990; Duska and 
Duska 2003).

In this paper, we examine how the economic rationali-
zation of countries in which accounting professionals are 
employed influences their self-transcendence and openness 
to change values. We outline the theoretical rationale for 
our hypotheses below.
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Impact of Economic Rationalization 
on Self‑Transcendence Values

Two theoretical perspectives have been developed on the 
normative effect of economic rationalization. The first per-
spective suggests that economic rationalization decreases 
self-transcendence values by transforming human action in 
accordance with the values of economic rationality, which 
is guided by the utilization of the most effective means for 
achievement of a self-interested end (Weber 1978; Tonnies 
1996). According to this perspective, business profession-
als who are exposed to economically rationalized learning 
and work environments are likely to experience a decrease 
in self-transcendence values that emphasize public inter-
est, by internalizing the values of economic rationality that 
emphasize self-interest (Ghoshal 2005; Ferraro et al. 2005; 
Huehn 2008). Extensive research links economics and busi-
ness education programs that are guided economic ration-
ality with a decrease in the public interest-oriented values 
and behaviors (Marwell and Ames 1981; Carter and Irons 
1991; Frank et al. 1993; Yezer et al. 1996; Aspen Institute 
2001; Frey and Meier 2005; Wang et al. 2011; Huehn 2014; 
Racko 2017a). Pursuit of self-interest is particularly strong 
in economics programs that are homogenously structured 
by the principles of neoclassical economics that emphasize 
instrumentally rational means–ends calculation (Frank et al. 
1993; Racko et al. 2017).

Because economically rational action uses the most 
effective means to an end, the efficiency of such action is 
necessarily contingent on agents’ ability to exercise power 
over means that are necessary to attain self-interest (Racko 
2017a). Therefore, accountants who internalize the values 
of economic rationality, as a result of the economic ration-
alization process, are likely to seek power over means that 
are necessary to attain self-interested aims. For example, 
these accountants may use their membership in professional 
associations to disguise their self-interested behavior as dis-
interested conduct oriented toward the public good. They 
may use professional ethics standards instrumentally to gain 
a financial advantage from clients.

Accountants in economically rationalized countries are 
also more likely to use instrumentally rational strategies in 
interaction with their peers, because the pursuit of the public 
good would be an irrational obstacle to the maximization 
of self-interest (Tonnies 1996). In countries where work is 
homogenously structured by the values of economic ration-
ality, the pursuit of instrumentally irrational ethical actions 
would entail a waste of time and effort, causing those who 
pursue them to be taken advantage of others who act in an 
instrumentally rational way (Miller 1999). The results of 
bargaining game experiments indicate that the more indi-
viduals perceive others to be economically rational, the 
more likely they are to behave in an economically rational 

way themselves (Kay et al. 2004; Molinsky et al. 2012). For 
example, accountants guided by economic rationality are 
likely to use their colleagues to develop a favorable assess-
ment of a client firm from which they can gain a financial 
advantage. Although prior research has not examined the 
impact of economic rationalization on accountants’ values, 
few studies have found a lower concern with ethical behavior 
in countries with a higher level of economic rationalization 
(Franke and Nadler 2008; Getz and Volkema 2001).

The alternative perspective is that economic rationaliza-
tion increases the priority of self-transcendence values by 
increasing the material prosperity of individuals (Lerner 
1958). In the economically rationalized countries with 
higher levels of material wealth and affluence, individuals 
are less constrained by the material necessities of survival 
and therefore are more likely to pursue self-transcendence 
values, emphasizing social well-being and protection of 
the environment (Maslow 1954; Inkeles and Smith 1974). 
According to this perspective, individuals in the wealthier, 
more economically rationalized countries can afford to pur-
sue self-transcendence values because they are less pres-
sured by the demands of material security. The wealth gener-
ated by economic rationalization increases material security, 
which in turn increases opportunities for the pursuit of non-
materialistic goals. The key assumption of this perspective 
is that individuals who have satisfied their material goals 
are likely to pursue non-materialistic goals associated with 
self-actualization (Singhapakdi et al. 2001). Cross-national 
studies suggest that firms in economically rationalized coun-
tries are more likely to act ethically (Singhapakdi et al. 2011; 
Sanyal 2005), because they have more resources to imple-
ment ethics codes that regulate business practices (Thorelli 
1981).

The law of diminishing marginal utility predicts that indi-
viduals experience a decline in the marginal satisfaction or 
benefit that they derive from an object of consumption such 
as material wealth (Gossen 1854). According to this law of 
economics, the increase in material wealth is likely to result 
in the decline of its marginal utility. Drawing on this reason-
ing, Inglehart (1977) predicted that economic rationalization 
is likely to result in the declining significance of material 
values due to the diminishing marginal utility of economic 
gains of the rationalization process. Inglehart proposed that, 
as individuals and societies become more prosperous, the 
striving for economic gains and survival (i.e., materialist 
values) paves the way to non-material concerns of self-
expression (i.e., post-materialist values). The predicted value 
shift was confirmed in a sample of 43 societies representing 
70% of the world’s population (Inglehart 1997) as well as 
in a sample of 81 societies representing 85% of the world’s 
population (Inglehart and Welzel 2005). Therefore, we pro-
pose the following alternative hypotheses about the effects 
of economic rationalization on the self-transcendence values 
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of accounting professionals. The alternative hypotheses are 
visualized in Fig. 1.

Hypothesis 1.1. Accounting professionals are likely to 
attribute less importance to self-transcendence values in 
more economically rationalized countries.

Hypothesis 1.2. Accounting professionals are likely to 
attribute more importance to self-transcendence values in 
more economically rationalized countries.

Impact of Economic Rationalization on Openness 
to Change Values

Two opposing theoretical views have been proposed on 
the effect of economic rationalization on the openness to 
change values, which emphasize independence and creativ-
ity. On the one hand, economic rationalization decreases the 
priority of these values by standardizing human action in 
accordance with the logic of economically rational calcula-
tive thinking (Weber 1978). Accounting professionals who 
adopt economically rational calculative thinking as a result 
of the economic rationalization of their work are likely to 
become less concerned with openness to change, because 
they are likely to subordinate their independent and crea-
tive judgments to the logic of economic rationality. As long 
as individuals think in an economically rational way, the 
infinite diversity of human actions is reduced to a particular 
mode of action that entails means–ends calculation (Racko 
2017a). Because calculative thinking conceives the end of 
an action merely as a means for further ends in the infinite 
chain of means–ends calculation, it restricts human choice 
to the selection of means (Dierksmeier 2011). Therefore, in 
the most generic form, when individuals think in the eco-
nomically rational way, the thought of a rationally defined 
end establishes itself as a ruling power that subordinates 
action to its logic (Tonnies 1996). Because economically 
rational calculative thinking conceives non-rational action as 
a hindrance to self-interested maximization, accountants in 
economically rationalized countries may sacrifice their deci-
sion-making autonomy to maximize their economic utility.

Psychological research also suggests that internalization 
of the values of economic rationality as a result of economic 

rationalization is likely to undermine autonomous, intrinsic 
orientation to work as an end in itself by prioritizing extrin-
sic orientation to work as means to an end (Kasser et al. 
2007). Moreover, individuals who act in an economically 
rational way are likely to sacrifice their independence and 
creativity by maximizing their usefulness to others (Ries-
man et al. 1970). According to this perspective, accountants 
in economically rationalized countries may prefer to maxi-
mize utility instead of pursuing occupational autonomy. For 
example, they may choose to trade their autonomy in client 
assessment in return for a financial advantage.

On the other hand, economic rationalization can also 
increase accountants’ concern with openness to change, by 
providing resources necessary for their autonomy (Lerner 
1958; Inkeles and Smith 1974; Inglehart 1997). By increas-
ing material wealth, economic rationalization decreases 
material constraints on human choice. Poverty reduction 
liberates people from the pressures of economic survival, 
thus increasing their existential security and providing more 
opportunities for the exercise of choice. Using the World 
Value Survey data for 81 societies, Inglehart and Welzel 
(2005) found the economic rationalization of countries to 
be associated with an increased concerned with self-expres-
sion values emphasizing autonomy and creativity. Because 
accountants in the more economically rationalized countries 
are less likely to be constrained by the material necessities 
of survival, they are more likely to seek openness to change 
by pursuing autonomy in their interactions with stakehold-
ers and thus more likely to provide impartial assessment of 
clients’ accounts.

Further, economic rationalization can raise accountants’ 
concern with openness to change by increasing the func-
tional differentiation of work systems. According to Parsons’ 
(1951) systems theory, economic rationalization results in 
the differentiation of work systems into functionally spe-
cialized subsystems. To facilitate inter-functional collabora-
tion and adaptation to changes in the external environment, 
these functionally differentiated systems transmit and social-
ize values emphasizing openness to change. Accordingly, 
accountants in economically rationalized countries with a 
higher level of functional differentiation are more likely to 
pursue openness to change in order to reproduce and revise 
functionally specialized work systems. Therefore, we pro-
pose two alternative hypotheses about the effects of eco-
nomic rationalization on the openness to change values of 
accounting professionals. These hypotheses are visualized 
in Fig. 1.

Hypothesis 2.1. Accounting professionals are likely to 
attribute less importance to openness to change values in 
more economically rationalized countries.

– H1.1. 

+ H1.2. 

– H2.1.                      

+ H2.1. 

Economic ra�onaliza�on
of countries

Self-transcendence values 

Openness to change values  

Fig. 1  Theoretical model of the hypothesized effects of economic 
rationalization on the occupational values of accounting professionals
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Hypothesis 2.2. Accounting professionals are likely to 
attribute more importance to openness to change values in 
more economically rationalized countries.

Methods

Sample

We used European Social Survey (ESS) data for 28 
countries to test our hypotheses. ESS is a biannual and 
nationally representative survey of European countries. It 
is the only cross-national survey that measures the self-
transcendence and openness to change values that are 
investigated in this study. Our sample included accounting 
professionals classified under unit-level category 2411 of 
the International Standard Classification of Occupations 
(1988 and 2008). We used a combined data of all seven 
available survey rounds administered from 2002 to 2014, 
because there were relatively small numbers of accounting 

professionals in each survey round. Additionally, there was 
a small number of accounting professionals (< 15) in three 
of the countries, i.e., Iceland, Croatia and Luxembourg. 
For this reason, we excluded these countries from the final 
data set.

When examining the effects of economic rationaliza-
tion on accountants’ values we controlled for the effects of 
Hofstede’s (1980) cultural values found on the Geert Hof-
stede Web site (https://geert-hofstede.com/countries.html). 
The Hofstede Web site provides cultural value data for 
all countries included in ESS except for Cyprus. For this 
reason, we excluded the Cyprus data from our analyses.

To ensure that the assessment of the normative impact 
of the economic rationalization of countries was not con-
founded with the self-selection of accounting professionals 
into these countries because of cross-national migration, 
we excluded accounting professionals who had immigrated 
into the country in which they were surveyed (a total of 8% 
of all accounting professionals).

Table 1  Sample size and 
social-level data for 28 countries 
(sorted by the national level of 
economic rationalization)

Country N Economic ration-
alization

Individualism Uncertainty 
avoidance

Power distance

Norway 38 4.98 69 50 31
Switzerland 39 4.85 68 58 34
Denmark 61 4.80 74 23 18
Ireland 115 4.78 70 35 28
Netherlands 74 4.72 80 53 38
Sweden 85 4.72 71 29 31
Finland 78 4.71 63 59 33
Austria 22 4.70 55 70 11
Belgium 82 4.68 75 94 65
Germany 66 4.64 67 65 35
France 57 4.64 71 86 68
UK 73 4.64 89 35 35
Italy 24 4.59 76 75 50
Spain 62 4.54 51 86 57
Greece 46 4.49 35 100 60
Israel 35 4.44 54 81 13
Slovenia 168 4.43 27 88 71
Portugal 42 4.38 27 99 63
Czech Republic 111 4.33 58 74 57
Slovakia 87 4.26 52 51 100
Estonia 150 4.25 60 60 40
Hungary 67 4.19 80 82 46
Lithuania 44 4.15 60 65 42
Poland 79 4.14 60 93 68
Russia 99 4.07 39 95 93
Turkey 42 4.02 37 85 66
Bulgaria 69 3.83 30 85 70
Ukraine 119 3.59 25 95 92

https://geert-hofstede.com/countries.html
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In the final sample there were 2034 accounting profes-
sionals from 28 countries. Table 1 presents the distribution 
of accounting professionals by country. Of all accountants, 
64.5% were female, 11% worked in public sector organi-
zations, and 16.5% were members of a trade union. On 
average, accountants were 47.2 years old, had completed 
15.24 years of full-time education, and worked 41.67 h 
per week.

Measures

Values

We measured self-transcendence and openness to change 
values using the measures of Schwartz et al.’s (2001) Por-
trait Values Questionnaire (PVQ) included in the European 
Social Survey (ESS) (Schwartz 2002: 284–286). The moti-
vational goal of the self-transcendence values is to preserve 
social welfare and environment for the common good, and 
the motivational goal of openness to change values is to 
pursue independence and creativity (Schwartz 1992). PVQ 
asks participants to rate the importance of statements con-
cerning their values on a six-point scale ranging from “very 
much like me” (1) to “not like me at all” (6). The measures 
of self-transcendence and openness to change values have 
demonstrated a reasonable meaning equivalence across 
countries (Davidov et al. 2008; Schwartz 2006). These meas-
ures exhibit adequate predictive validity, meaningfully dif-
ferentiating between attitudes and behaviors that emphasize 
a concern for the common good and autonomy (Verkasalo 
et al. 2009; Schwartz 2006; Goodwin et al. 2004).

To adjust value measurement for variations in individual 
and national response styles, we standardized the calculation 
of value scores by centering them on the mean importance 
attributed to all value items, following Schwartz’s (1992) 
recommendation. This was done by subtracting the value 
score attributed to each item from the average value score 
attributed to all PVQ items included in the ESS.

The measures of self-transcendence and openness to 
change values, composed of 5 and 4 items, respectively, 
had acceptable levels of reliability, i.e., Cronbach’s alphas 
of .75 and .68, respectively. Prior cross-national stud-
ies have found similar scale reliabilities for ESS PVQ 
value measures (Davidov et  al. 2008; Verkasalo et  al. 
2009; Racko 2017c). A confirmatory factor analysis with 
the maximum likelihood estimation method using SPSS 
Amos 21 supported the two-factor model (SRMR = 0.058; 
RMSEA = 0.076; GFI = 0.963; χ2/df = 12.16).

Economic Rationalization

Following an established practice in cross-national research 
(e.g., Hofstede 1980; Inglehart 1997), we measured the 

national level of economic rationalization in terms of 
national gross domestic product (GDP) per capita using the 
data provided by the World Bank (2012). The national level 
of economic rationalization represents the extent to which 
the economic systems of countries are guided by the values 
of economic rationality, which emphasize efficiency in the 
production, allocation and distribution of goods and services 
(Weber 1978). The GDP per capita measures the economic 
efficiency of countries in terms of the total market value of 
goods produced and services provided divided by its total 
population. In accordance with a conventional practice, we 
used a log transformation of a raw measure of GDP per 
capita to adjust for its uneven distribution due to skewness 
(Chen 2013). Table 1 differentiates 28 countries according 
to their levels of economic rationalization.

Controls

Cross-national studies suggest that the occupational values 
of accounting professionals are likely to be influenced by 
the three cultural values proposed by Hofstede (1980): indi-
vidualism, uncertainty avoidance and power distance (Cohen 
et al. 1992; Roxas and Stoneback 1997; Smith and Hume 
2005; Clements et al. 2009). Cultural values are commonly 
held normative standards in a population of a country that 
prescribe the desirable modes of behavior (Hofstede 1980).

First, Hofstede (1980) proposed that people in countries 
with an individualist culture tend to prioritize self-interest, 
assertiveness, competitiveness and a pragmatic approach to 
career mobility. They use instrumentally rational strategies 
of interaction with others and rarely consider the implica-
tions of their actions for society at large. They are little con-
cerned about the ethical priorities of other individuals and 
tend to ignore social norms that obstruct the pursuit of their 
self-interest. A few studies suggest that accountants in indi-
vidualist countries are less likely to engage in ethical behav-
iors, because they prefer self-interest to the common good 
(Cohen et al. 1992; Clements et al. 2009). In contrast, other 
studies have found that accountants in individualist countries 
are more likely to act ethically (Roxas and Stoneback 1997; 
Smith and Hume 2005).

Second, Hofstede (1980) predicted that in countries high 
uncertainty avoidance (UA) culture there is a lower tolerance 
of ambiguity and higher need for clarity and structure. In 
these countries, people tend to conform to established rules 
and norms. In organizations, employees perceive manag-
ers as experts who know all the correct answers. Roxas and 
Stoneback (1997) found accountants in high UA countries 
to be less likely to engage in ethical decision making. They 
suggested that, in these countries, accountants avoid ethi-
cal choices due to the uncertainty of making such a choice. 
Similarly, Clements et al. (2009) explained accountants’ 
reluctance to behave ethically in high UA countries due to 
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the fear that it might disrupt the established professional 
practices. Franke and Nadler (2008) also found individuals 
in countries with high UA to be less likely to exhibit ethical 
attitudes.

Third, in countries with a high power distance (PD) cul-
ture, people expect the power to be distributed unequally and 
accept such distribution (Hofstede 1980). In these countries, 
there is a high reliance on status symbols in the exercise of 
power and maintenance of established social hierarchies, as 
well as a high acceptance of inequalities in organizations, 
industries and society. In organizations, subordinates accept 
their inferior position and do not question the power and 
decisions of superiors. Clements et al. (2009) suggested 
that accountants in high PD countries are more likely to 
adopt an IFAC ethics code, because they tend to submit to 
hierarchical authority in the form of an authoritative inter-
national body. However, a number of cross-national studies 
have found that individuals in high PD countries are less 
concerned with ethical conduct, suggesting that, in these 
countries, individuals are more likely to comply with the 
requests of hierarchical authority even if such requests are 
unethical (Sanyal 2005; Scholtens and Dam 2007; Franke 
and Nadler 2008).

Because these three cultural values have been found to 
influence accountants’ ethical attitudes and behaviors across 
countries, we included them in the data analyses as control 
variables. We used the cultural value scores provided by 
Geert Hofstede Web site (https://geert-hofstede.com/coun-
tries.html). Table 1 differentiates the 28 countries according 
to these cultural values.

We also controlled for the effects of individual-level 
characteristics that are recognized as theoretically important 
predictors of human values (Rokeach 1973; Meglino and 
Ravlin 1998; Hitlin and Piliavin 2004). Gender was coded 
as 1 (female) and 0 (male). Age was assessed as the actual 
age of participant. Years of education was measured as the 
number of years of full-time education completed. Religios-
ity was measured using an 11-point ordinal scale anchored 
by “not at all religious” and “very religious.” Hours worked 
was measured as the total number of hours normally worked 
per week in the main job. Employment in a public sector 
organization was measured with a dummy variable coded 
as 1 (yes) and 0 (no). Membership of a trade union was 
measured using a dummy variable coded as 1 (member) 
and 0 (non-member). Organizational bureaucratization was 
measured using organizational size, which is a conventional 
practice in the research on bureaucracy (Blau 1970; Racko 
2017c). This variable was measured using an ordinal scale 
that differentiates organizations in terms of the number of 
workers employed: (1) under 10, (2) 10–24, (3) 25–99, (4) 
100–499 and (5) 500 or more.

Statistical Tests

We tested our hypotheses using Pearson correlation and 
multilevel multiple regression (MMR) methods. This was 
done to differentiate the bivariate and multivariate effects of 
economic rationalization of accountants’ values. The MMR 
method is typically used for the analysis of hierarchically 
clustered cross-national data, in which individual-level fac-
tors, such as personal values, are embedded in national-level 
factors, such as national level of economic rationalization. 
Because the MMR method assumes that the data are hier-
archically nested and therefore interrelated, it avoids the 
shortcomings of the traditional ordinary least squares (OLS) 
regression method that is constrained by the assumption 
of the independence of observations. The OLS regression 
method is more likely to underestimate standard errors of 
predictors, which is particularly likely to occur for higher-
level predictors such as the national level of economic 
rationalization, and more likely to be subject to type I sta-
tistical errors in the analysis of large data sets (Raudenbush 
and Bryk 2002). However, to increase the validity of our 
findings, we triangulated the multivariate measurement of 
hypothesized effects using both MMR and OLSR methods. 
We conducted MMR analyses using the statistical software 
package SPSS 21. The raw data were analyzed using the 
maximum likelihood estimation method. The significance 
level was set at 0.05.

Findings

Table 2 presents the correlation matrix of the study vari-
ables. Table 3 presents the results of the multilevel multiple 
regression (MMR) analyses.

Hypotheses 1.1 and 1.2 predicted that accountants in 
the more economically rationalized countries are likely to 
attribute less and more importance, respectively, to self-
transcendence values. The results of the Pearson correlation 
test indicated a significant and negative effect of economic 
rationalization on self-transcendence values (r = − .140, 
p = .000). Similarly, the results of the multilevel multiple 
regression analysis indicated a significant and negative effect 
of economic rationalization on self-transcendence values, 
above and beyond the effects of individual- and social-level 
control variables (estimate = − .272, SE = .120, p < .05). 
Thus, our findings provide support for Hypothesis 1.1.

Hypotheses 2.1 and 2.2 predicted that accountants in 
the more economically rationalized countries are likely to 
attribute less and more importance, respectively, to open-
ness to change values. The results of Pearson correlation 
test indicated a significant and negative effect of economic 
rationalization on openness to change values (r = − .110, 
p = .000). Consistent with the results of bivariate analysis, 

https://geert-hofstede.com/countries.html
https://geert-hofstede.com/countries.html
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the results of multilevel multiple regression indicated a sig-
nificant and negative effect of economic rationalization on 
openness to change values in the presence of control vari-
ables (estimate = − .182, SE = .088, p < .05). Therefore, 
our findings support Hypothesis 2.1.

The conventional OLS regression method produced simi-
lar results. The results of OLS regressions are presented in 
Table 4. Economic rationalization had a negative and sig-
nificant effect on self-transcendence values (β = − .110, 
p = .002), and a negative and significant effect on openness 
to change values (β = − .097, p = .01).

Because economic rationalization was strongly correlated 
with the cultural values of individualism (r = .65) and power 
distance (r = − .69), we inspected the collinearity statistics 
in the OLS regression analyses. The two most widely used 
statistics for determining collinearity are tolerance and vari-
ance inflation factor (VIF) (Cohen et al. 2003). Tolerance 
measures the extent of variation in the predictor that is not 
explained by other predictors. VIF measures the extent to 
which the standard error of regression equation has been 
increased by multicollinearity. The tolerance statistic coef-
ficients for all predictors in regression equations with self-
transcendence and openness to change value measures as 
criteria were above 0.1 and VIF coefficients were below even 
the more conservative threshold (α > 6) (Cohen et al. 2003). 
Therefore, collinearity statistics confirmed that collinearity 
among predictors did not affect the reliability of the regres-
sion analyses.

Discussion and Conclusion

There has been an increased concern with understanding 
environmental factors that undermine business profession-
als’ values. Prior research has found that the occupational 
values of professionalism are weakened in vocational envi-
ronments dominated by the values of economic rationality, 
such as business schools and management departments of 
universities (e.g., Ghoshal 2005; Huehn 2014; Racko et al. 
2017). Our study examined how the occupational values of 
accounting professionals are influenced by the economic 
rationalization of countries, as an important macrostruc-
tural medium for the transmission of the values of economic 
rationality (Weber 1978; Ferraro et al. 2005). We focused 
on self-transcendence values, emphasizing public good, and 
openness to change values, emphasizing independence and 
creativity, as the values that generically represent the key 
values of accounting professionalism (Loeb 1988; Huss and 
Patterson 1993; Duska and Duska 2003; Mele 2005; Pakaluk 
and Cheffers 2011; Klein 2015). Below, we highlight the 
theoretical and practical implications of our findings.
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Theoretical Implications

Two competing perspectives exist on the normative effect of 
economic rationalization. While economic rationalization 
of countries can decrease the priority of self-transcendence 
and openness to change values by homogenizing profes-
sionals’ actions in accordance with the values of economic 

rationality (Weber 1978; Tonnies 1996; Ritzer 2011), it 
can also increase the priority of these values by generating 
resources necessary to liberate them from the constraints of 
material necessities (Inkeles and Smith 1974; Inglehart and 
Welzel 2005). Consistent with the former perspective, our 
findings suggest that economic rationalization is likely to 
decrease accountants’ self-transcendence and openness to 

Table 3  Multilevel multiple 
regression analyses predicting 
the values of accounting 
professionals

N = 2034

Self-transcendence Openness to change

Estimate SE t Sig. Estimate SE t Sig.

Individual-level variables
 Gender − .130 .027 − 4.849 .000 .059 .033 1.779 .076
 Age − .008 .001 − 9.892 .000 .005 .001 5.180 .000
 Years of education − .006 .004 − 1.509 .131 − .008 .005 − 1.599 .110
 Religiosity .000 .004 .085 .932 .014 .005 2.602 .009
 Hours worked .003 .001 2.589 .010 − .003 .001 − 2.098 .036
 Public sector organization − .072 .037 − 1.944 .052 .027 .047 .580 .562
 Member of trade union − .099 .033 − 2.969 .003 .042 .041 1.030 .303
 Organizational bureaucratization .000 .009 − .050 .960 .012 .011 1.094 .274

Country-level variables
 Individualism − .002 .002 − 1.091 .287 .000 .002 − .126 .901
 Uncertainty avoidance − .002 .002 − 1.508 .146 .001 .001 .565 .578
 Power distance .000 .002 − .089 .930 .000 .001 − .026 .979
 Economic rationalization − .272 .120 − 2.267 .033 − .183 .089 − 2.067 .050

Log-likelihood 2571.44 3391.11
Akaike information criterion 2575.44 3395.11
Bozdogan’s criterion 2588.40 3408.08

Table 4  Ordinary least squares regression analyses predicting the values of accounting professionals

N = 2034

Self-transcendence Openness to change

β SE Sig. Tolerance VIF β SE Sig. Tolerance VIF

Individual-level variables
 Gender − .124 .026 .000 .833 1.201 .045 .033 .079 .833 1.200
 Age − .248 .001 .000 .892 1.121 .129 .001 .000 .892 1.121
 Years of education − .039 .004 .107 .880 1.137 − .035 .005 .155 .880 1.137
 Religiosity .016 .004 .484 .980 1.020 .064 .005 .006 .981 1.020
 Hours worked .070 .001 .003 .939 1.065 − .052 .001 .029 .939 1.065
 Public sector organization − .047 .037 .042 .941 1.063 .011 .046 .644 .941 1.063
 Member of trade union − .075 .032 .001 .905 1.105 .024 .040 .317 .905 1.105
 Organizational bureaucratization .003 .009 .909 .911 1.097 .029 .011 .234 .911 1.097

Country-level variables
 Individualism − .098 .001 .005 .422 2.370 − .007 .001 .846 .422 2.370
 Uncertainty avoidance − .119 .001 .000 .472 2.120 .022 .001 .522 .472 2.120
 Power distance .048 .001 .180 .397 2.520 .001 .001 .987 .397 2.519
 Economic rationalization − .110 .056 .002 .417 2.401 − .097 .069 .007 .417 2.399

F 17.62 7.46
R2 .11 .05
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change values. In general, we suggest that economic ration-
alization undermines professionals’ commitment to these 
values by making their action more economically rational. 
However, we also suggest the theoretical mechanisms by 
which these two values decrease are likely to differ.

Economic rationalization is likely to undermine account-
ants’ self-transcendence values by predisposing them to 
internalize the values of economic rationality that emphasize 
self-interest (Weber 1978; Tonnies 1996). Because, in its 
most generic form, economically rational action is guided by 
the utilization of the most effective means to an end, the effi-
ciency of this action is necessarily contingent on individuals’ 
ability to exercise control over the means necessary for the 
attainment of a self-interested end (Racko 2017a). There-
fore, when economic rationality guides accountants’ actions, 
any ethical considerations are approached as a means for 
maximizing self-interest, as opposed to the public good of 
stakeholders and peers (Fontrodona and Sison 2006; Huehn 
2008).

Economic rationalization is also likely to decrease 
accountants’ openness to change values by homogenizing 
their actions in accordance with the logic of economically 
rational calculative thinking. When calculative thinking 
guides action the autonomous choice between alternative 
modes of action becomes reduced to the selection of means 
necessary for the pursuit of a self-interested end (Weber 
1978). Because calculative thinking views the end of an 
action simply as means for further ends in the infinite chain 
of means–ends calculations, it subordinates the attainment 
of many ends to the dominant end of self-interested maxi-
mization. As long as calculative thinking guides activity, the 
thought of a rationally pursued end determines the selection 
of means (Tonnies 1996). Therefore, the adoption of calcu-
lative thinking, as a result of economic rationalization, is 
likely to undermine accountants’ independence and creativ-
ity by transforming their actions into passive responses to 
external necessities.

In general, our findings suggest that the national level 
of economic rationalization is an important social-level 
antecedent of accountants’ values, which is likely to influ-
ence these values beyond the effects of cultural values. Prior 
studies have found accountants in countries with high indi-
vidualism and uncertainty avoidance to be less engaged in 
ethical behaviors (Clements et al. 2009; Roxas and Stone-
back 1997). Consistent with these results, we found that 
individualism and uncertainty avoidance exert a negative 
effect on accountants’ self-transcendence values using the 
conventional OLS regression that assumes independence of 
observations. However, the results of multiple multilevel 
regressions, in which individual-level data were nested 
within country-level data, indicated that cultural values do 
not influence accountants’ values. Therefore, methodologi-
cally, our findings highlight the importance of considering 

the hierarchically nested character of data in measuring the 
cross-national differences in values. Theoretically, the find-
ings suggest that the national level of economic rationali-
zation rather than the prevailing cultural values influences 
the changes in accountants’ occupational values. Because 
we conceive of economic rationalization as a “normative” 
process guided by the values of economic rationality, we 
do not suggest that “economic” factors trigger changes in 
accountants’ values at the expense of “normative” or “cul-
tural” factors.

Moreover, our findings suggest that the effects of cultural 
values might confound the effects of economic rationali-
zation on accountants’ values. Consistent with Hofstede’s 
(1980) seminal research, we identified a strong positive 
correlation between economic rationalization and cultural 
individualism (r = .66). Moreover, economic rationaliza-
tion and cultural individualism were consistently negatively 
correlated with accountants’ values. It is thus plausible that 
economic rationalization may influence the changes in 
accountants’ values by promoting individualist values that 
emphasize self-interest, self-assertiveness and competitive-
ness. This could be fruitfully examined in future research.

Practical Implications

Because accounting professionals in the more economi-
cally rationalized countries are less concerned with their 
occupational values, they can be more reluctant to fulfill 
their ethical obligations to clients and society. Occupational 
values of self-transcendence, emphasizing public good, and 
openness to change, emphasizing independence and creativ-
ity, enable accountants to elicit public trust in the quality of 
their work by acting with honesty, integrity and impartiality 
in relation to stakeholders (Loeb 1988; Duska and Duska 
2003; Pakaluk and Cheffers 2011; Klein 2015). These values 
also enable accountants to maintain collegial relations with 
professional peers and to interact with them using shared 
ethical standards. In the more economically rationalized 
countries, where individual interactions are more instrumen-
tally rational, accountants can be more reluctant to develop 
collegial relations with their peers out of fear that peers who 
act in an instrumentally rational way can take advantage of 
them. Further, because normative concern with economi-
cally rational conduct, which emphasizes instrumentally 
rational utilization of means for the achieving of self-inter-
ested ends, is higher in economically rationalized countries, 
accountants who are employed in these countries are more 
likely to compromise their occupational concern with the 
public good and autonomy for a financial advantage. This 
may prompt them to become involved in the types of unethi-
cal practices that have instigated corporate accounting scan-
dals, thus undermining public confidence in the accounting 
profession.
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Prior research on the occupational values of accounting 
professionalism has demonstrated the ways in which these 
values can be socialized in accounting education programs 
(Huss and Patterson 1993; Mele 2005; Dellaportas 2006; 
Bampton and Cowton 2013). Our findings suggest that the 
socialization of these values is particularly important in 
countries with higher level of economic rationalization. In 
these countries, policy makers in universities, professional 
associations and service firms could ensure that education 
and training programs systematically integrate the values 
of accounting professionalism in curriculum development. 
Understanding and internalization of these values could 
help accountants act responsibly in relation to their stake-
holders when facing ethical dilemmas.

To develop a more profound appreciation of the val-
ues of professionalism, policy makers in universities 
could supplement the teaching of the basic principles of 
accounting ethics with an interdisciplinary study of the 
role of professionals in organizations and society that 
integrates and compares the insights of the sociological, 
institutional and managerial perspectives on professions 
(Abbott 1988; Freidson 2001; Noordegraaf 2011; Muzio 
et al. 2013). This interdisciplinary learning approach is 
likely to raise accountants’ awareness of the normative 
conflicts between the values of professionalism and the 
values of economic rationality that underpin the economic 
rationalization process. Awareness of the final axioms and 
behavioral outcomes of these distinct values can enable 
accounting professionals to select among different ends 
of action more responsibly and to understand the ethical 
implications of this selection for the accounting profes-
sion. It may also help them appreciate the intended and 
unintended consequences of economic rationalization of 
their professional values and behaviors. While economic 
rationalization increases productivity and material well-
being, it does so at the expense of making professionals’ 
behavior more instrumentally rational, which can predis-
pose them to approach ethical standards merely as a means 
to an end.

We suggest that the socialization of professional val-
ues is likely to be a more effective mechanism to ensure 
ethical conduct of accountants rather than behavioral con-
trol using rules and regulations (Duska and Duska 2003; 
Bampton and Cowton 2013). This is because values are 
enduring normative standards that guide human behav-
ior across distinct contexts while behaviors are more 
dependent on context and external control. Also, because 
bureaucratic regulation is generically based on the values 
of instrumentally rational administration that emphasize 
standardization and control of behavior (Weber 1978; 
Ritzer 2011; Racko 2017c), it might undermine profession-
als’ concern with independence and public good by stand-
ardizing their actions in accordance with formal rules and 

by normatively enforcing instrumentally rational forms of 
behavior (Ritzer and Walcak 1988; Freidson 2001; Tim-
mermans and Berg 2003; Racko 2017b). Professionals who 
internalize the values of instrumentally rational adminis-
tration as a result of the bureaucratic regulation of their 
work may try to evade ethics rules or use them to their 
advantage.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

Our research is not without limitations. Value theory pro-
poses that choices between a few generic values motivate 
human action (Schwartz 1992). Choices between a more 
differentiated set of work values that shape behaviors in 
occupational and organizational settings can mediate the 
normative effects of these generic values (Ros et al. 1999; 
Meglino and Ravlin 1998). We measured accountants’ val-
ues using the measures of the generic value types introduced 
by Schwartz (1992). While Schwartz’s (1992) value meas-
ures have been widely used in value socialization research 
and have been found to exhibit good predictive validity and 
reliability, they provide a generic operationalization of the 
values that are conventionally recognized as the key values 
of accounting professionalism (Duska and Duska 2003). 
Future research could triangulate the measurement of these 
generic values with the measurement of the value conflicts 
manifested in accounting work, for example, in terms of 
the pursuit of the public interest as opposed to self-interest 
in client assessment. Future research could also develop a 
more nuanced understanding of the cross-national variations 
in accountants’ values by examining whether the negative 
effect of economic rationalization on self-transcendence val-
ues is stronger for accountants who are less concerned with 
openness to change. Research could also examine the mod-
erating effect of cultural values on the relationship between 
the economic rationalization and accounting professionals’ 
values.

We measured cross-national differences in values in a 
sample of 28 European countries using European Social 
Survey (ESS) data. We used these data because ESS is the 
only cross-national survey that includes the measures of 
Schwartz’s (1992) value types. Future research could exam-
ine whether the normative effects of economic rationaliza-
tion identified in this study occur in other regions of the 
world, such as Asia or North and South America.

An important methodological challenge in value sociali-
zation research is to differentiate the measurement of an 
environment’s impact on individuals’ values from their self-
selection into that environment based on their pre-involve-
ment values. To ensure that the measurement of the impact 
of the economic rationalization of countries on accountants’ 
values was not confounded by their immigration into these 
countries based on their prior values we focused only on 



Does Economic Rationalization Decrease or Increase Accounting Professionals’ Occupational…

1 3

accountants who were born in the country in which they 
were surveyed, comprising 92% of all accountants. Future 
research could use a longitudinal research design to examine 
the impact of the national level of economic rationalization 
on changes in accountants’ values over time.

Another interesting direction for future research would be 
to examine whether the economic rationalization of indus-
tries and professional service firms in which accountants are 
employed moderate the normative effects of the national eco-
nomic rationalization. Research could also examine whether 
accountants’ employment in organizations that subscribe to 
ethics codes of professional associations and their enrolment 
in academic programs that are certified by such associations 
decrease the normative effect of economic rationalization. 
Moreover, research could fruitfully investigate the moderat-
ing role of economically rationalized accounting education 
in the normative effect of the economic rationalization. We 
suggest that enrollment in accounting programs where the 
curriculum is homogenized in accordance with the values of 
economic rationality is likely to increase the negative effect 
of the national economic rationalization on accountants’ val-
ues. Future research could also compare the effects of the 
economic rationalization of work and learning on the values 
of business professionals specializing in accounting, finance, 
business consulting and management, as well as the values 
of the representatives of other professions.
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