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Statutory auditors’ self-perception and their
perception of audited companies and accountants.
Behavioral research with the use of metaphors

MARTA NOWAK ~

Abstract

The study investigates the self-perception of statutory auditors and their perception of accountants, the
relationship between accountants and statutory auditors, and the perception of audited companies. The
research presented in the paper has a behavioral character. The methods and subject are both derived
from psychology, social sciences, and linguistic and cognitive sciences. The research takes a qualitative
approach. It uses projection, metaphors, and narrative analysis. The findings show that accountants are
perceived by statutory auditors mainly in the context of their hard work, the necessity to constantly learn,
that they are cunning and used by other workers, and that they are underestimated by their superiors.
Auditors characterize themselves as clever, hard-working, face problems of unstable and unclear regula-
tions, and that they oppose an audited company’s owners. Auditors have an organic, mechanistic, and
systemic view of companies, perceiving them mostly in the context of different parts (organizational
units) that work together.

Keywords: behavioral accounting, statutory auditors, accountants, audited companies, perception, metaphor.

Streszczenie
Autopercepcja bieglych rewidentow oraz ich postrzeganie audytowanych
firm oraz ksiggowych. Badania behawioralne z uzyciem metafor

W artykule badana jest autopercepcja biegtych rewidentow, postrzeganie przez nich zawodu ksiegowego,
relacji migdzy ksiggowym a bieglym rewidentem oraz postrzeganie audytowanych przedsigbiorstw.
Badania przedstawione w artykule maja charakter behawioralny. Zaréwno metody, jak i przedmiot badan
pochodzg z psychologii, socjologii, lingwistyki oraz kognitywistyki. W badaniu przyjeto podejscie jako-
Sciowe. Zastosowano projekcje, metafory oraz analize narracji. Wyniki wskazuja, iz ksiggowi postrzegani
sg przez bieglych rewidentow glownie w kontekscie cigzkiej pracy, koniecznosci cigglego ksztatcenia sig,
przebieglosci, bycia wykorzystywanymi przez innych pracownikéw firmy oraz niedocenianymi przez
przetozonych. Rewidenci charakteryzuja samych siebie jako przebiegtych, cigzko pracujacych, napotyka-
jacych czesto problemy niestabilnych i niejasnych przepisow oraz konfrontujacych si¢ z whascicielami
audytowanych firm. Biegli rewidenci prezentuja mechanistyczne, organiczne i systemowe rozumienie
badanych jednostek, postrzegajac je glownie w kontekscie roznych wspotdziatajacych czesci (jednostek
organizacyjnych).

Stowa kluczowe: rachunkowos¢ behawioralna, biegli rewidenci, ksiggowi, audytowane przedsigbiorstwa,
percepcja, metafora.
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Introduction

The statutory auditors play a key role in assuring the true and fair view in financial

statements. There is a huge amount of literature concerning accounting standards and

performing this crucial role. However, there is a lack of behavioral studies analyzing

the psychological and social aspects of performing a statutory audit. This gap is the

motive for the research presented in this paper. The purpose of the study is to identify

and explain statutory auditors’ self-perception, their view of accountants, and the rela-

tionships between them and the audited companies. The research questions are as fol-

lows:

— How do statutory auditors perceive their own profession?

— How do statutory auditors perceive the accounting profession?

— How do statutory auditors perceive the relationship between themselves and ac-
countants in the context of the performed audit?

— How do statutory auditors perceive the audited companies?

The study presented in the paper takes a behavioral approach. Consequently, it uses
the methods and techniques emerging from sociological and psychological studies. As
it applies projection, metaphors, and narrative analysis, qualitative methodology is
used.

1. The role of metaphors in behavioral studies

According to Nonaka and Takeuchi (1994, p. 13), through metaphors, people put to-
gether what they know but cannot yet say. As Morgan notes (1980, p. 611), “the use of
metaphor serves to generate an image for studying an object. This image can provide
a basis for detailed scientific research based upon attempts to discover to which features
of metaphor are found in the subject of inquiry.” According to Lackoff and Johnson
(1980, p. 195), “metaphorical concepts are those which are understood and structured
not merely on their own terms, but rather in terms of other concepts. This involves
conceptualizing one kind of object or experience in terms of a different kind of object
or experience.” Metaphors usually add new meaning. The phrase “time is money” gives
insight into the value-creating attribute of time. The human mind is often compared to
a computer by focusing on its “data-processing” role. Some tough negotiations are per-
ceived in the military context. “Winning the budget battle” shows the difficulty in budg-
etary agreements and symbolizes the tensions between the different parties engaged in
budget setting and budget approval. “Human capital” is not only a euphemism for em-
ployees. It underlines the importance of long-term relationships with personnel and the
necessity to invest in human resources.

Metaphors can be used in projection methods. Their application can serve to give
associations relating to a person, object, or situation. The projection of metaphors can
be free, when respondents can give any metaphor, or it can be restricted to a particular
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category. In the context of perceiving oneself, Woodside (2008) introduced the Forced
Metaphor Elicitation Technique, and he employed the zoomorphic metaphor where
people were compared to animals. This use was in accordance with Morgan’s (1980,
pp. 611-612) finding that “the most powerful use of metaphor arises in instances (...)
in which the differences between the two phenomena are perceived to be significant
but not total. Effective metaphor is a form of creative expression which relies upon
constructive falsehood as a means of liberating the imagination.” Zoomorphic meta-
phors were successfully used for the purpose of investigating people’s perception of
themselves and others, as well as relations between them. Research by Pawtowska and
Postuta (2014, 2016) explored the employer-employee psychological contract by ap-
plying this kind of metaphor, and it also investigated the perception of employers and
employees by different groups representing “opposite sides”, such entrepreneurs, the
unemployed, and management students. The research by Nowak (2018) investigated
the same relationship perceived by accounting students (Nowak, 2018). In behavioral
accounting research, the method has been applied to determine accounting students’
perception of the job of an accountant (Nowak, 2017).

Metaphors are also widely used in organizational studies, with their analysis provid-
ing information on companies. The metaphors which are used to describe them usually
give a huge view of the business concept. Through metaphors, we can investigate the
business philosophy and the perception of the company. There are different and differ-
entiated organizational metaphors. One of most popular is the machine, mentioned by
many authors (e.g., Gergiadou et al., 2005; Walsham, 1991; Drake and Lanahan, 2007;
Czerska, 2010, pp. 88-108), which reflects a mechanistic business philosophy. Another
significant metaphor for organizations is the organism (e.g., Gergiadou et al., 2005;
Walsham, 1991; Drake and Lanahan, 2007; Czerska, 2010, pp. 88-108), showing
a more vivid image of the organization. A more sophisticated metaphor derived from
life sciences which is used in organizational studies is the ecosystem. According to
Mars, Bronstein, and Lusch (2017, p. 77), “the ecosystem metaphor can be a useful tool
for understanding and predicting conditions that shape and influence organizational
systems.” Page (2012, p. 29 ) argues that stem cells “are a useful metaphor for organi-
zations.” He states that “an organizational identity based on the creation and circulation
of value provides a common language that fosters an integrated organizational identity.
The stem cell metaphor prompts a common understanding of what unites us as a coher-
ent complex organization, across diverse individuals, teams, departments, dispersed ge-
ographic locations, other organizations in the environment and society” (p. 35-36). Organ-
izations also are compared to brains (Gergiadou et al., 2005; Walsham, 1991; Czerska,
2010), which means keeping originations within the life sciences context, but it also
amplifies the context with the information-processing aspect. There are also other met-
aphors connected with organizational politics, such as the power system (Czerska,
2010, pp. 88—-108), the organization as a political system, or the organization as instru-
ments of domination (Walsham, 1991; Gergiadou et al., 2005). Also, the game meta-
phor is used (Czerska, 2010, pp. 88—108), giving an idea of the risk of doing business.
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There are even the popular organizational metaphors connected with the performing
arts, for example, jazz improvisation (Lewin, 1998, p. 539; Carrasco, 2017) and the
theatre (Thietart and Forgues 1995, pp. 705-726). In the literature on controlling, the
ship is a significant metaphor for a company (Vollmuth, 1993). Some metaphors used
in organizational studies are of great originality. The broom metaphor can serve as an
example. As proposed by Lillrank (2002, p. 144), it “symbolizes the degree of repeti-
tion found in various types of processes. The stick-end represents the rigorous stand-
ards, and the opposite end represents creative, nonroutine chaos. The connecting parts
in between illustrate semi-structured routines.” Each metaphor provides information on
how the organization is perceived, and which aspects of doing business are crucial.

2. Research methodology and respondents

Brink (1993, p. 366) argues that using a metaphor “is not a third methodology, trans-
cending qualitative and quantitative approaches, but an extension of the qualitative,
narrative approach.” It reflects the research approach present in this study. It focuses
on the main actors of processes that guarantee the true and fair view of financial state-
ments — mainly the auditor and accountant — and of audited companies. The subjects of
investigation are psycho-social phenomena.

The respondents of the research were statutory auditors. The research survey was
distributed during the annual conference of the Lower Silesian division of the Polish
Chamber of Statutory Auditors, which took place in Wroctaw. Table 1 presents the
research questions together with methods and techniques applied in order to address
them. The respondents were acquainted with behavioral accounting research. The idea
of the use of metaphors in the research was explained.

Table 1. Research process design

Num-

ber Research question Methods and techniques

How do statutory auditors perceive their own profes- | Projection, Forced Metaphor
sion? Elicitation Technique, narra-

How do statutory auditors perceive the profession of | tion analysis
accountant?

How do statutory auditors perceive the relationship
3 | between themselves and accountants in the context of
a performed audit?

How do statutory auditors perceive the audited com- | One-choice option; metaphor
panies? analysis

Source: own elaboration.
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In order to address questions 1-3, the projection method was applied, and the
forced-metaphor elicitation technique was used. The respondents were asked to asso-
ciate the accountant and statutory auditor with the animal of their own choice and ex-
plain their proposal of metaphors. The same type of projection method — including the
forced animal metaphor — has been used in a number of studies that investigated diverse
types of relationships and perceptions. Among them was research on the perceptions
that management students, managers, and the unemployed have of employers and em-
ployees (Postuta and Pawlowska, 2014; Postuta and Pawlowska, 2016) and the image
of contemporary accountants in the eyes of accounting students (Nowak, 2017, 2018).
In order to address question 4, a second step was taken — a list of metaphors to describe
organizations was given. The participants had to choose one of them. The list of organ-
ization metaphors was adapted from the literature, so the most powerful metaphors
(machine, organization, brain, computer, power system, game) were used. The re-
spondents also had the possibility to give their own recommendation.

Thirty-four properly filled questionnaires were returned by the respondents. The
group was predominantly (74%) female, which is shown in table 2.

Table 2. Statutory auditors taking part in research

Gender of respondents Number of respondents % of respondents
Female respondents 25 74
Male respondents 9 26
Total 34 100

Source: own elaboration.
Apart from the typical demographic question concerning the age of the respondents,
a question about their experience in the statutory audit was also formulated. It related
to when the respondents obtained the right to perform the statutory audit independently.

Table 3. Respondents’ age and experience in statutory audit

Average age 60
Average experience 26

Source: own elaboration.

It can be noticed that both the average age and length of experience are quite high.
The explanation is that older auditors more often participate in the annual meetings of
their chamber. This might be for the following reasons:

1) The older auditors have a greater awareness of the difficulties and problematic is-
sues in performing an audit in different organizations, branches, business sectors,
etc. Therefore they appreciate the possibility to share their experience with other
auditors.



232 Marta Nowak

2) The older auditors are more willing to share and exchange their experience because
their social responsibility and willingness to help others (especially colleagues in
the profession) is greater.

3) The older auditors, more than the younger ones, perceive their professional meetings as
an opportunity to socialize within their peer group and be part of the auditor’s society.

4) Younger auditors often work in large companies which provide their own auditor
training, as opposed to the more-experienced auditors who usually run their own
companies.

5) Younger auditors more often work in groups of their peers, so they do not have
a great need for meetings with bigger groups of auditors.

6) Younger auditors need a day off and permission from their bosses to take a free day
to participate in the conference.

7) Due to the generation difference, younger auditors more than older ones think in
terms of competition, so they are not willing to share their knowledge with anyone.

8) For the same reason, younger auditors do not want to exhibit any doubt or questions
about their work as they are afraid of being perceived as unprofessional.

Moreover, the older auditors appear to be more altruistic and helpful. Therefore they
take part in research more willingly. The same observation can be done referring to the
fact that 74% of respondents were female, as women tend to be more helpful than men.
The long experience of respondents is probably a consequence of their age as obtaining
full rights to perform individually statutory audit needs time to pass all the necessary
exams and internships in accounting companies.

Previous job experience can influence the respondents’ perception of the work of
an accountant. An auditor who was previously an accountant perceives the job not only
by its outcome, but he or she also knows the peculiarities of performing that job. There-
fore, a question was also asked about their experience as an accountant. It turned out
that 91% of the respondents were acquainted with the position as they had previously
performed this role.

3. Research results

3.1. Accountants, auditors and their mutual
relationship in the perception of statutory auditors

The self-perception of statutory auditors and their perception of accountants and the
accountant-auditor relationship (the subject of the research, defined in questions 1-3)
is defined by zoomorphic metaphors and their explanation, as presented in Table 4.
Interpreting the material takes into account the metaphors themselves, but the most im-
portant contribution is elaborated based on a narrative analysis of the explanations of
the metaphors.
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The most popular zoomorphic metaphors for accountants are owls (in relation to
knowledge and wisdom), ants (associated with hard work), foxes (for their cleverness)
and chameleons (for their adaptation skills). The analysis of the narrative justifying the
metaphors for accountants used by auditors shows that there are several manners in
which auditors characterize accountants. The aspects which are mentioned are intellec-
tual, professional, and ethical qualities, flaws, work specificity, work disadvantages,
behavior, and treatment by others.

In the view of the auditors, accountants possess may intellectual qualities. They are
wise, intelligent, clever, artful, well-educated, creative, and they have great learning
capability. Their professional skills include accuracy, responsibility, working for the
common good, and adaptability to the environment, legal demands, and organizational
issues. Ethical qualities, such as rightfulness are underlined as well. Nevertheless, some
auditors notice accountants’ flaws, such as being resistant to change, too conservative,
and impolite during communication. Also, they are able only to copy learned activities
and act automatically.

The work of accountants is perceived as monotonous, hard, and often repeatable. Ac-
cording to the auditors, there are serious disadvantages to being an accountant, such as
doing the work of other departments of the company, working alone until the small
hours, huge responsibility, the necessity to take a lot on their shoulders, being forced by the
employer to do more than is possible, and being poorly-paid. Accountants are perceived as
being calm and precise, but also show that they are ina hurry. The way in which accountants
are treated by other employees is seen as disadvantageous. They are subordinate towards
their boss, looked down on, and are treated as easy to replace. However, some of the
auditors pointed out that sometimes an accountant can also show his strength.

In relation to their own profession, the auditors mainly used zoomorphic metaphors
such as the fox (exhibiting cleverness), dog (esp. shiffer dogs, associated with searching
for mistakes and tricks, or sheepdogs, associated with caring for other, less intelligent
creatures), and wild birds (associated with seeing thoroughly, able to see the bigger
picture and from a different perspective) such as the falcon, eagle, hawk and owl.

Analysis of the explanation of the metaphors shows aspects such as professional
and intellectual qualities, tasks, actions, responsibilities, behavior, and position. The
professional qualities declared by statutory auditors are data management and risk-
searching skills. Also, statutory auditors, according to their self-description, are clever
and intellectual. They possess skills such as abstract thinking. Their skills are consistent
with the demands characteristic of the job, e.g., seeing the audited company objectively
and the necessity to constantly develop their knowledge.

From the explanations of the proposed metaphors, it can be deduced that auditors
perceive themselves as performing an important role and possessing great power. They
acknowledge the significance of the statutory auditor’s approval of the financial state-
ment. Nevertheless, they also understand the place of a single auditor in the audit team
or audit company.

According to the statutory auditors, most of their job disadvantages are a conse-
guence of legal issues. The problems in audits are related to unstable and unclear reg-
ulations and their unskillful or cunning application in audited companies.
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Surprisingly, although other studies provide proof for the usability of projection
techniques and applying zoomorphic metaphors to investigate relationships (e.g., Pos-
tuta and Pawlowska, 2014; Nowak, 2018), the justification of the metaphors in the pre-
sented study actually provides little information about the accountant-auditor relation-
ship. The relational aspect in the narrative refers mainly to the relationship between the
auditors and the audited companies, their owners, or the managers. Most of the descrip-
tion referring to relationships is actually connected to the relationship with the company
owner. Moreover, the relationships within the auditing company or auditing team are
mentioned. However, some information emerges from the narrative that provides an
explanation of the chosen metaphors. The relationship is perceived as very asymmetric.
The auditors think that their role is to spot accountants’ mistakes and to avoid being
tricked by them.

3.2. Statutory auditors’ perception of audited companies
The second part of the study aimed to investigate how statutory auditors perceive au-
dited companies (addressing question 4). Figure 1 depicts the popularity of various
metaphors for organizations among statutory stakeholders. The choice refers to the au-

dited companies.

Figure 1. Statutory auditors’ choice of given metaphors
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As Figure 1 shows, the most popular metaphor for audited organizations is the organ-
ism (selected by 37% respondents), followed by the machine (17%), a power system
(14%), other metaphors proposed by respondent (11%), the ship (9%), and finally,
computer and brain (6% each). The metaphor of a game was not picked by anybody.
The cumulated choice of metaphors (depicted in Figure 2) gives more insight into the
auditors’ general perception of audited companies.

Figure 2. Cumulated choice of metaphors according
to their popularity among statutory auditors
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Source: own elaboration.

It can be observed that auditors perceive the organizations that they audit as a set of
co-related units that should work together. The high number of people choosing ma-
chine, organism, and power system is proof of that. Also, it should be stressed that
Pareto analysis shows that these metaphors constitute almost 70% of answers. There-
fore, cooperation and connection between different organizational units are seen as the
most important aspects of the functioning of a company. Astonishingly, very little in-
terest is given to the data-processing aspect, represented by the brain and computer
metaphors. This is somewhat surprising because the main task of accounting is to gen-
erate and organize data, and the main role of an external statutory audit is to verify the
data generated within the company. The zero-popularity of the game metaphor shows
that auditors do not perceive or accept the situation in which decisions in a company
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are made haphazardly. It also shows their differentiation from other business profes-
sionals, such as marketing people, who often think of is as a “market game.” The re-
spondents who did not accept any of the metaphors as being the best proposed such
metaphors as chaos, a train, a loader (machine), or comfortable shoes.

Although it was not obligatory to justify the chosen or proposed metaphor, some
respondents offered a justification. Their explanations of the selected metaphors are as
follows:

— ship: “it goes from the borderline of taxation law to the borderline of lawlessness”;
— machine: “it often breaks down”;

— brain: “at least the company should be like one”;

— machine: “it converts all the data; sometimes it gets stuck; the problem is to make

a good product”;

— power-system: “a shogun and serfs and vassals.”

An interesting observation is that although the organism is the most popular selected
metaphor, no explanation for it is given. It shows that statutory auditors perceive this
metaphor as obvious and that it needs no explanation. The explanations of metaphors
recommended by the auditors themselves are as follows:

— loader (machine): “takes the burden on its ‘shoulders’ and shifts it further”;
— comfortable shoes “until they start to cut the feet”.

No explanation was offered for the train and chaos metaphors. However, it should
be stressed that chaos is a metaphor that exists in organizational studies (e.g., Thietart
and Forgues, 1995).

Conclusions

This research was conducted in a behavioral paradigm, and a qualitative approach was
taken. Both the research subject (perception) and methods (projection, metaphors, nar-
ration) are the domain of behavioral sciences. The methodology that was used proved
to be useful for investigating issues such as statutory auditors’ perception of account-
ants, the self-perception of auditors, and their perception of audited companies. How-
ever, it turned out to be insufficient in determining the statutory auditors’ perception of
their relationships with accountants.

The research contributes to the knowledge of statutory auditors’ self-perception and
their perception of accountants and audited companies. To some extent, it also provides
information on how statutory auditors perceive the relationship between them and ac-
countants, audited companies, and the owners or managers. Auditors think that ac-
countants possess proper knowledge, have learning skills, are clever and cunning, copy
known solutions, and are generally underappreciated by managers and company own-
ers. The self-perception of statutory auditors focuses on the necessity to cope with un-
stable and unclear legislation, being cleverer than accountants and company owners,
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knowing their position within audit companies, and doing hard and difficult work. The
statutory auditors perceive audit companies mainly in an organic, mechanistic, and sys-
temic manner. They associate organizations mainly with different parts (organizational
units) working together.

The research presented in this paper shows that accountants are perceived differ-
ently by statutory auditors and accounting students (who plan to work as accountants
in the future). According to the students, accountants possess many intellectual quali-
ties, such as wisdom, knowledge, and intelligence, and they have personality attributes
such as calmness, self-control, and meticulousness. Moreover, accountants are charac-
terized by a specific workstyle, such as thoroughness and concentration on detail. Also,
there are physical aspects of their work, such as constantly looking at a computer mon-
itor. Additionally, there are specific job demands, such as being precise, taking different
elements into account, and flexibility. The accountant’s position in a company is per-
ceived by some students to be underappreciated and by other students as giving the
employer the possibility to dominate. The work quality of accountants is defined by
a lack of errors. According to the students, accountants’ tasks include focusing on prob-
lem-solving and having everything under control. Wisdom was the students’ first asso-
ciation with accountants and the most popular projected metaphor was the owl, the
symbol of wisdom. Some physical aspects of the way an accountant looks were also
mentioned (glasses, wide forehead), as well as some attributes (e.g., money), and the
physical aspect of work (working while sitting, motionlessness) (Nowak, 2017, pp.
252-263). In contrast to the students’ view of accountants, the perception of this group
by auditors is not so enthusiastic (but still mainly positive) and they point out more
flaws and disadvantages of their position (such as working hard until very late at night,
doing somebody else’s job, and being responsible for everything). Moreover, the audi-
tors do not concentrate on such ‘trivia’ as the accountant’s appearance nor physical
aspects of his/her job.

Language and cultural issues constitute a limitation of the study. Kovecses (2008,
p. 55) distinguishes “two kinds of dimensions along which metaphors vary: the cross-
cultural and the within-culture dimension.” In this study, the first of them occurs. The
responses were collected in Polish among Polish statutory auditors. Therefore, some
information could be lost in translation because of linguistic problems (idioms) and
cultural peculiarities, like the different association of animals in countries such as Po-
land and Anglo-Saxon countries.

Further studies should investigate other accounting-related professions, such as
managerial accountants or controllers. Also, the perspective should be changed and re-
verse phenomena should be analyzed. Questions about how accountants perceive audi-
tors and how auditors are perceived in audited companies should be addressed.

! The question of translation problems is analyzed in many papers written mainly by researchers who
specialize in linguistics and philology. An example might be an analysis of different translations of Dosto-
yevsky’s “The Brothers Karamazov”, showing the change of the word “soul”.
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