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The auditor as a s/he: 

Accounts on gender in the Swedish auditing industry 
 

Abstract 

Traditionally, the auditing industry has been perceived as a gendered industry. 

Even though this is slowly changing, it is still unusual for women to reach higher 

positions within the auditing or accounting firms. Research also indicates that 

women have lower career aspirations and that they have a higher propensity for 

leaving the industry. What we do know less about is how the auditors themselves 

look upon the gender situation in the industry. Do they talk about gender 

differences and, if they do, how are these differences conceptualised and 

explained? 

In this paper, we present an analysis of the perception of gender among 

recently accredited Swedish auditors. The paper is built upon an open-ended 

question in a survey sent to all auditors having received their first accreditation 

during the period of 1999 to 2003. We find that a majority talk about there being a 

difference between female and male auditors and that this difference may be 

conceptualised in six themes that include both perceptions of as well as the 

explanations for the differences. Women to a high degree discuss differences in 

themes concerning especially relations, while men to a high degree refer to 

structures. When talking about there not being a difference, women tend to refer 

to individual arguments, whereas men refer to structural ones. The analysis 

indicates that the auditors talk about their own business as a modern one, but this 

is hardly so when it comes to equality between the sexes. 

 

Keywords: Gender equality, auditing industry, accounts 

 

Introduction 

The meaning of sex for the construction of the auditing industry has been investigated from a 

number of angles ever since Kirkham and Loft’s (1993) seminal article about how the 

profession, from 1870 to 1930 in England, developed from an ill-defined commercial 



 2

occupation to a legitimated profession through, among other things, discerning female 

“clerical” work from the non-female accountant. This male construction of the auditing 

business seems to be inert. A number of investigations have pointed to there still existing 

difficulties for women to pursue higher positions in the industry due to the way the industry 

organizes its activities (Fogarty, Parker, Larry and Robinson, 1998; Lowe, Reckner and 

Sanders, 2001; Twomey, Linehan and Walsh, 2002). Despite this, it appears that men and 

women auditors and accountants perceive their work environment similarly. Fogarty (1996) 

investigated role ambiguity, role conflict and role overload among employees in large U.S. 

accounting firms. He found no differences in the perceptions of men and women except that 

men perceived role stress more negatively than women. Fogarty refers the similarities in 

perceptions to the technical feature of auditing, with few variations in the way the work is 

carried out. However, Fogarty also found a higher propensity for women to leave the business 

than men. It, therefore, seems likely that women realized the difficulties in climbing the career 

ladder in the large accounting firms and, therefore, chose to pursue other careers. The idea of 

a conscious choice from women not to pursue a career as a partner is further supported by 

Wallace (2009), who shows that women’s decision to leave the large accounting firms and 

pursue other careers is a way of pursuing better opportunities.  

The assumption of a masculine environment, which demands a masculine-gendered 

ideal worker (Dwyer and Roberts, 2004) has been described in a more nuanced way by 

Anderson-Gough, Grey and Robson (2005). Anderson-Gough and colleagues have, through a 

number of studies (see Anderson-Gough, Grey & Robson, 2005; 2001; 1998), given an in-

depth picture of everyday life at larger English auditing firms. The image that emerges is that 

of a cultivated group, where gendering processes begin already at recruitment, where efforts 

are made to find “socially competent individuals” who “fit in with the gang”, continuing with 

socialization into how to dress and behave, how to become friends with clients etc. 

Socialization is in turn supported by compensation systems, where factors such as being a 

good team-member and being perceived as socially competent are essential. Such gendering 

processes are also supported by social activities outside of work hours. It may be difficult for 

a woman to go watch a football game and have a beer afterwards when she, at the same time, 

is not one of the guys, but instead tends to be paid attention to as a woman and is, thereby, 

sexualized (Katila & Merilainen, 2002). It may also be especially difficult for a woman to 

participate in activities after work when having a family waiting at home (Harlow, Hearn & 

Parkin, 1995). This image stretches outside of the profession’s immediate boundaries to 

include the family as necessary for social status, while still being subordinate to work. It is 
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important to be the same, to be one of the gang and, in this context, that means being a man. 

Open discrimination is, however, seldom apparent. Anderson-Gough, Grey and Robson 

(2005, p. 488) conclude: 

 

Lastly, we note how wider social norms that inform self-identity and the division 

of labour (Loft, 1992) are also in play. While Walby (1997) argues that the 

determination of female occupational roles runs from the workplace to the home 

rather than vice-versa, it is clear that trainees also enter the firm with conceptions 

of gender roles that are influential. The attitudes that female staff may have to 

beliefs that it is, for example, important to ‘walk the floor’ and ‘network, or the 

disinclination that a female manager may exhibit to asking her spouse to 

accompany his partner to dinners with clients or colleagues exemplify other ways 

in which firm life is experienced differently by mean and women. Female auditors 

have to help their colleagues forget their sex in order to conform to organizational 

expectations. As Thane (1992, p. 302) suggests and the quotation heading this 

paper affirms [”Helping them to forget...” (authors’ remark)],, one outcome of 

such norms is to make women both victims and agents of their inequality. 

 

In common for the research quoted above is that it is performed in an American or an 

English/Irish context. The issue of gender and equality, however, varies between 

different countries and cultural contexts. Cultural differences have been shown to, for 

example, make a difference in ethical decision-making and citizenship in a specific 

country has been shown to be more influential than belonging to a specific accounting 

firm when making this kind of decision (Arnold, Bernardi, Neidermeyer and Schmee, 

2007). This implies that we really do not know whether the conclusions from the Anglo-

American contexts are valid in other contexts or not. With the exception of the research 

carried out by Wallace (2009) or Anderson-Gough with colleagues, little research is 

built on the statements of the auditors as such. In other words; how the auditors talk 

about the differences of being female/male in the auditing business and the explanations 

they give for these differences are not well known, and especially not in contexts 

outside the Anglo-American sphere. 

In this paper, we analyze auditors’ expressions about being female or male in the 

Swedish auditing industry. Our aim is to gain an understanding of how the industry is 

constructed by the people involved, thereby gaining an understanding of what processes 
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support changes as well as stability in the gender construction of the industry. Sweden, known 

as one of the most equal countries in the world, may be suitable for such a study as one may 

expect the cultural norms to be at least as favorable for equality as the organization-specific 

norms. The auditing also serves as an interesting context for a study of equality, as the norms 

of the profession are commonly known to include objectivity, integrity and independence 

(Öhman, 2004), despite its industry structure of eight percent women partners in Sweden 

(www.scb.se). As earlier research (Moyes, Williams and Koch, 2006) has indicated, 

differences in perceptions depend on the age of auditors (as a substitute for experience of the 

industry), we have chosen to investigate auditors who have received their first accreditation 

less than five years before the study. 

 

Method 
This paper builds on an analysis of an open question in a survey, which was sent to all 

auditors, who received their first accreditation during the period of 1990 to 2003 in Sweden. 

In this survey, 1004 auditors were asked questions about their work situation. The response 

rate was 45 percent and of these, 445 auditors (men and women) answered the question 

regarding if there is a difference between being a female and a male auditor. 271 of these 

auditors answered why there was such a difference. 

Earlier quantitative analyses of the questions posed to the newly accredited auditors 

show that there is no difference between how well integrated in the organization men and 

women, respectively, feel – on the other hand, there is a significant difference regarding what 

organizational position has been achieved. Already directly after being accredited, men 

possess significantly higher positions in the organization than women (Elg, Jonnergård & 

Månsson, 2007; Elg, Jonnergård & Månsson, 2006). There are also qualitative differences 

between the auditors in that they have different perceptions of how their work is evaluated; 

women emphasizing how the work is evaluated and who does the evaluating, whereas men 

focus on what is evaluated (Jonnergård, Stafsudd & Elg, forthcoming). 

These analyses of the survey answers make it even more interesting to continue studying 

how men and women talk about their situation when no closed answer alternatives are 

available. The paper will, therefore, be based on the answers we have received on the final 

open question in the survey: Do you think that there is a difference between being a female 

and a male auditor? Why? 
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It should be mentioned here that we do not view these answers as external or objective 

representations, but join instead the research tradition, which uses the concept of discourse as 

an underlying reference frame, which makes certain statements possible. In other words, there 

is a number of societal discourses, which we all have in the back of our minds and which we 

depart from when making statements of various kinds. These statements, or accounts, 

therefore, mirror a part (or logic) of the discourse. An account may also build on several 

discourses, which together give meaning to the statement. In such a way, the accounts are a 

part of the constructing process, where certain parts of the discourses are chosen (more or less 

consciously) to represent, but at the same time, construct a whole, through which they are 

given meaning. These interpretative or interpreting statements about the past (the now) in this 

way have implications for the future, as they, through their function in creating meaning, help 

construct it. (Winther Jørgensen & Philips, 2002) The discourses are mainly constituted by the 

auditors’ relation to structure, relation and individual, which will be further described below.  

We have also been inspired by the methodological perspective which is termed accounts 

(Scott & Lyman, 1968). Here, we use the word inspired, as this method mostly relates to 

actions or statements, which are thought to be unforeseen or unacceptable. Our application of 

accounts on differences between men and women does not necessarily have the character of 

being “unforeseen”, but rather treats an issue, which is not easily related to. The complexity, 

which the methodological perspective of accounts is thought to address can also be found in 

the empirical material. The concepts of discourse and accounts are, therefore, tools in our 

analysis even though they will not be overly used to describe the material, but as we will see, 

the concepts are closely related to how the auditors have answered the question of if there is a 

difference between being a female and a male auditor. 

In a similar way as Wahl (1992) did with her survey on gender structures in 

organizations, we have found certain themes in the auditors’ answers; the myth of the 

profession’s neutrality, the auditor is a man, men as each other’s pals, women have babies, 

the careful woman and the active man as well as young and attractive (woman). These themes 

relate in different ways to discourses, which emphasize structural, relational and individual 

factors. We will, however, proceed one step further than Wahl (1992) and, in a similar way as 

Gersick, Bartunek and Dutton (2000), categorize the auditors’ answers according to which 

discourse they relate to, after which we will analyze if there are statistically significant 

differences in how men and women talk about the difference in being a female and a male 

auditor. The analysis has, thus, proceeded according to three steps: 
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1. A descriptive statistical analysis of how many say there is a difference between female 

and male auditors and if men and women talk differently about such a difference. This 

analysis is further presented in the section “They say there’s a difference” as well as 

table 1. 

 

2. A categorization of the auditors’ answers into themes in order to get an image of how 

gender and work are constructed in the profession through different accounts, which in 

different ways relate to the three discourses structure, relation and individual. A 

presentation of the discourses and the themes is presented in the section “The auditors’ 

world – themes”. 

 

3. With the discourses of structure, relation and individual as a basis, a categorization of 

the written answers have been made, which has then been statistically analyzed in terms 

of differences between what men and women say as well as between those who say 

there is a difference between female and male auditors in relation to those who say there 

is not a difference. This categorization and analysis is presented in the section 

“Difference in the form of structure, relation and individual” as well as tables 2 and 3. 

 

Steps two and three give two different perspectives of how gender is constructed in the 

auditing industry. While step two provides an image of the content in “the image of the 

auditor”, step three provides a picture of through which type of discourse this image is 

painted. Together, they give a complementing image of how the construction of gender in the 

auditing industry is made. 

The variables we have used are the following background variables: 

Gender. Coded as 0 for men and 1 for women. 

Age. Coded as a continuous variable. 

Civil status. Coded as 0 for single and 1 for married/co-habiting. 

Children. Coded as 0 for not having children and 1 for having children. 

Firm size. Coded according to how many approved and authorized auditors work in the 

firm, as 0 for 0-10 auditors, 1 for 11-200 auditors and 2 for over 200 auditors (Wallerstedt, 

2002). 

Gender difference. Coded as 0 for saying that there is no difference between being a 

female and a male auditor and 1 for saying that there is a difference between being a female 

and a male auditor. 
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Structure/Relation/Individual. Accounts on why there is a gender difference or not 

have also been categorized according to whether they draw on a structure, relation and 

individual discourse coded as 0 for not drawing on structure/relation/individual and 1 for 

drawing on structure/relation/individual. These discourses or categories are described more 

in-depth under the sections “The auditor’s world – themes” and “Difference in the form of 

structure, relation and individual”. 

In order to analyze the material for statistically significant differences between different 

groups such as how men and women auditors talk about the difference in being a female and a 

male auditor, we have mainly used Chi-square tests, which are particularly useful for 

analyzing differences between groups, where the sample is not very large. In this paper, we 

have focused on differences between on the one hand how men and women talk about gender 

difference and on the other hand how those who say there is a gender difference and those 

who do not say there is such a difference talk about it. The results of these analyses are 

presented in tables 1 to 3. We have also analyzed the importance of a number of background 

variables such as age, civil status, having children and firm size. These results are not reported 

in tables, but are available from the authors. 

 

They say there’s a difference  
The first question, which should be asked, is if the auditors say that there is a difference 

between being a female and a male auditor. In table 1, it is quite clear that a majority of the 

auditors (78 percent) say that there is such a difference. On the first row in table 1, you find 

how many have answered yes to the question if there is a difference between female and male 

auditors, that is in total 212 auditors say that there is such a difference. On the second row, 

you find how many of those that have answered yes are women and men respectively in 

percent, that is 54 percent of those who have answered yes are women and 46 percent of them 

are men. On the third row, you see how large a percent of the women (and men respectively) 

have answered that there is a difference, that is 87 percent of the women have answered yes 

and 70 percent of the men. Finally, on the fourth row, you see in total percentages how many 

of the men and women respectively have answered yes to this question, that is of all auditors 

42 percent were women and 36 percent were men and answered yes to this question giving a 

total of 78 percent who answered that there is a difference between being a female and a male 

auditor.  
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***Insert table 1 here.*** 

 

A larger percentage of the women (87 percent) than the men (70 percent) say that there 

is a difference between being a female and a male auditor. Interestingly, there are no other 

significant differences in terms of age or family situation between those that have answered 

yes and no to this question. The larger the auditing firm the auditor works in, however, the 

greater is the likelihood that that the auditor says there is a difference between being a female 

and a male auditor. It is possible that this is due to the competition, which tends to be present 

to a larger extent in larger auditing firms, which we will discuss in more detail later. In 

conclusion, we find that a majority as well as more women than men say that there is a 

difference between being a female and a male auditor1. Let us then turn to presenting wherein 

this difference lies.  

 

The auditors’ world – themes 
Why then do the auditors talk about a difference in being a female and male auditor and 

which arguments are used to explain that there is no such difference respectively? In order to 

answer these questions, we have categorized the survey answers into themes. The themes that 

have grown out of the material are not general in the sense that all auditors have used all 

themes. On the other hand, the themes are clear in the sense that they are present in many of 

the auditors’ answers as well as the image, which is painted by all auditors’ answers, creating 

a not necessarily altogether harmonious whole. The themes have grown out of our material, 

but when having been identified, they have also been easy to relate to previous research on 

auditors’ and women’s work conditions in professions. 

When going through the accounts behind the themes, which we will present here, it 

seems obvious that they are of a different character from one another. The basis for the 

argument, that is the discourse in which they can be found, seems to differ. Some accounts 

build on societal or organizational structures setting reference frames, which affect the 

conditions of men and women, whereas others refer more to relations between people such as 

friends and family. Finally, we have a group of accounts, in which, individual differences and 

similarities or “the sex” in terms of gender stereotypes are referred to. The reason why we 

have placed stereotypes or gender-specific characteristics among individual themes rather 

                                                 
1 It should, however, be noted that significantly more men and more auditors in large auditing firms have 

answered this question, which may bias the results in it not being generalizable to the whole population, to 
which the survey was sent. 
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than the perhaps closely related structural account on how an auditor is expected to be a man 

is that they are more closely related to the individual. If you for example as a woman – or man 

– say that men are more geared towards sales, you are at the same time inferring (in a 

discursive sense) that you as a woman or man are less or more geared towards sales. 

The division of themes into structure, relation and individual is relatively common in 

organizational research on gender (see for example Wahl, 1992). Structure was introduced 

already in 1977 as an important dimension in gender processes by the U.S. researcher 

Rosabeth Moss Kanter. In the structure concept, she included aspects such as quantitites as 

well as power and possibility structures (Kanter, 1977). More recent research has added 

factors such as the character of work tasks (see for example Acker, 1992; 1990). For example, 

Benschop and Doorewaard (1998) have shown how work tasks in the banking industry are 

seen as more or less male and how work division is made with this as a basis, whereas 

Bagilhole (2002) shows how not only work division, but entire professions, are gendered. 

Outside the scope of the organization, there are also structural themes such as societal norms 

and traditions as well as industry-specific ones. 

How relations are constructed and maintained is important for how gender differences 

arise in organizations. Being “one of the gang” is essential for gaining information and 

influence in an organization (Pelled, Ledford & Mohrman, 1999) as well as for attracting 

customers (see Anderson-Gough, Grey & Robson, 1998; Covaleski et al., 1998; Grey, 1988, 

for research on this in the auditing industry). Research has shown clear tendencies towards 

homosocial reproduction in these circumstances (Benschop & Doorewaard, 1998; Gersick, 

Bartunek & Dutton, 2000; Ibarra, 1992), that is that men tend to prefer men in creating their 

networks. Another relation, which has been shown to have great impact on the development 

of careers is the family. Earlier research has almost exclusively shown that the family in one 

way or another hinders women’s careers, whereas it may well benefit a man to have a 

supportive family (see for example Grey, 1998; Mainiero & Sullivan, 2005; Vinnicombe & 

Singh, 2003). Lindgren (1989) develops this theme in discussing how heterosexual 

relationships are infused with a power imbalance in the individuals’ relations to the 

surrounding world in that men are expected to prioritize other social relations ahead of the 

woman at the same time as the woman is expected to prioritize the man. Thus, should the man 

instead prioritize the woman, this does not result in a power balance, but rather the perception 

that the woman is “given” something by the man and, thereby, in his “debt”. Family is often 

related to individual themes, but in our view family ties are relations involving more than one 

person and should, therefore, be defined as a relational theme. 
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Our last category relates to individual themes, as which we categorize, on the one hand, 

answers based on the individuals making a choice or affecting their situation and, on the other 

hand, answers, which are based on gender stereotypes, that is general perceptions of the 

different characteristics, which men and women may have. The latter has been shown to be of 

great importance in how men and women are treated in organizations. A classic notion is for 

example that the man, similarly to modern organizations, is perceived as rational, whereas the 

woman is seen as emotional, something, which according to Sundin (2002) contributes to the 

maintenance of power imbalances in modern organizations together with the earlier 

mentioned process of homosocial reproduction. The themes we have decided to categorize our 

material into, thus, has a firm grounding in previous research. 

In the introduction of this paper, we started out by describing the values, which 

characterize the auditing industry, that is integrity, independence and objectivity (Öhman, 

2004). These values tend to be related to neutrality and we, therefore, begin by establishing 

that there is a perception of the auditing industry as neutral, something which may easily 

stretch to the perception of the industry as gender-equal. Apart from this understanding, there 

are three ideas, which are often directly or indirectly present in the auditors’ accounts. The 

first is the norm that the auditor is a man. The second consists of accounts saying that men 

prefer men as each others’ pals, be it in the organization or in relation to clients. Finally, 

accounts are given on how a difference between being a female and a male auditor is due to 

the fact that women have babies or that they tend to take main responsibility for the home. 

The male norm of the auditor does not necessarily mean that men can only socialize with each 

other or that the explanation for this is that women remain at home with the children. The 

accounts, or explanations, are not always but at least often related. One should perhaps, 

therefore, put an “and” between the perceptions rather than a “therefore”. 

Besides these three basic perceptions, a number of other statements, or accounts, are 

presented, which appear clearly in the material; that is the careful woman and the active man 

as well as the young and attractive (woman). Again, theses themes do not exclude one 

another. Rather, the summarized themes together give an image of how men and women 

construct auditor gender and work. Interestingly, these perceptions are relatively common 

themes for both men and women. There is, however, differences worth noting, which will be 

done below. In order to connect the themes to the above described structural, relational and 

individual discourses, we end each theme with a discussion related to the discourses, to which 

the theme can be related as well as its relation to previous research. 
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Theme 1. The myth of the profession’s neutrality 
 

The auditor role is relatively well defined and the large firms have a well 

developed methodology, which supports the work.  

 

One perception, which exists and which is closely related to the professional norm of the 

profession’s objectivity and integrity, is that it is competence, not gender, which determines 

individuals’ careers as auditors. Here, it is also described how both the performance of work 

tasks as well as reception from others are similar for men and women. In this theme, both the 

role as auditor, but also personality and commitment are emphasized, rather than gender. In 

other words, the theme relates to structure, but also to individual aspects. Here, you also find 

accounts in regard to how, although there may be differences between men and women, there 

are no such differences between female and male auditors. We discussed this theme already in 

the introduction of the paper, when we presented Fogarty’s (1996) study of how U.S. auditors 

view their work. The image of the neutral auditor also fits – as mentioned above – well with 

the professional attitudes and values of the industry (see Montaga, 1974; Öhman, 2004). Thus, 

here, the genderless, professional auditor emerges. 

 

Theme 2. The auditor is a man 
 

I think that they expect an auditor to be a man […]. I guess auditors have always 

been presented as elderly men in suits. 

 

This theme may be viewed as the opposite of the one before it. Here, the accounts are 

infused with the man as norm. Yes, the auditor is a man. It is quite obvious that it is so. Some 

recurring sub-themes are: 

 

It’s a male world and a male industry 

One recurring account is that the whole business world is male. A typical example of this is: 

 

Most employers are men and the average employer lives in male society. 
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This statement is particularly interesting as a translation from the Swedish word 

‘företagare’ would most commonly be made through the use of the English word ‘business 

men’… Sometimes, tradition is referred to as an explanation for differences. It is likely that 

tradition in this case is the male norm. One could say that the entire context, within which an 

auditor works, is colored by the male norm and that this seems to affect auditors’ everyday 

situation to a large extent. 

 

The client wants a man 

One common sub-theme is that the client prefers male auditors. This includes both the 

perception that women find it more difficult to get new accounts and that a woman finds it 

more difficult to get respect when dealing with clients. There are accounts relating to the 

largest difference between female and male auditors being found in clients’ expectations. 

Women have – according to the statements – a more difficult time getting respect. One 

auditor writes: 

 

In some cases, I think women have to be “better” in order to persuade male 

employers that they know the work and the company’s activities. 

 

Men make careers 

One image, which also emerges, is that men find it easier to make a career. This is due both to 

“it being a male world”, but also depends on other factors. For example, men tend to prefer 

socializing with men, but there is also a perception of the male auditor as someone with 

greater self-confidence and better sales-ability. We will return to this below. It is also here 

that we find the first difference in accounts between female and male auditors. For it is 

women auditors who, to a much greater extent, talk about men as getting ahead easier. There 

are, however, also exceptions to this rule in a very few men noting that this is the case. 

The image of “the auditor as a man” is, thus, a strong theme in the accounts we have 

analyzed. This is apparently not a Swedish phenomenon, but can be found throughout 

international research of the auditing industry. The theme relates well to the image, which is 

presented by Anderson-Gough and her colleagues, which was described in the introduction of 

the paper (Anderson-Gough, Grey & Robson, 2005; 2001; 1998). One result of their 

ethnographic studies is the assumption of maleness and male career behavior having been 

institutionalized in the firms of the auditing industry. Other researchers such as Covaleski et 

al. (1998), Dirsmith, Heian and Covaleski (1997) and Fogarty, Parker and Robsinson (1998) 
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have shown how such maleness not only infuses norms and values, but also how employees 

are evaluated and motivated. In the almost ironically reproduced description of how auditor 

performance is followed up in the U.S., Covaleski et al. tell of how performance reports are 

sent to the home of the auditor – addressed to the wife – in order to ensure that the auditors 

have the support they need in their careers by the (supposedly) stay-at-home wife. This may 

be different in Sweden – we will, however, come back to just how different under the theme 

“women have babies”. 

The theme that clients prefer men can also be found in earlier studies (Grey, 1998; Loft, 

1992). A typical statement referring to this is for example found in a Scottish study (Grey, 

1998, p. 582): 

 

You may understand that our clients, many of them, are in manufacturing industry 

and perhaps are not the most forward-looking people. They do expect to see a 

man, in many cases… 

 

This idea, thus, also seems to be general for the industry as a whole as well as for 

Sweden in particular. 

Furthermore, this theme as a whole seems quite general in that we find references both 

to societal and to industry structure as well as to essential relations in the industry (clients 

foremost) and to individual aspects (men make careers). 

 

Theme 3. Men as each others’ pals 
 

Men in management don’t dare bring in women. They want their pals. 

 

Another basic theme, which may explain the differences between female and male 

auditors is that men find it easier to create social relations and to become members of 

networks. This seems to be regarded as the truth both within the organization as well as in 

relation to the client. One of the auditors explains it a bit more thoroughly than the quote 

above in this way: 

 

As there have traditionally been more male partners, I think that they have chosen 

to work with male younger co-workers through which male colleagues have been 
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given the possibility of more challenging / complex work tasks. Besides, the 

management of companies has mostly consisted of men. 

 

The women have a more difficult situation also in relation to clients. Suspicion of other 

interests than exclusively business ones seems to limit women’s possibility to create a social 

relation with their male clients. As one auditor concludes: 

 

It is for example not as accepted that the female auditor invites the male CEO out 

for a hockey game followed by a beer at the pub. 

 

This also has the effect that women find it more difficult to gain access to male 

networks, where new clients are to be found. Here, we also find a difference in that women to 

a large extent state that men tend to have much better networks and that they find it easier to 

make new contacts. Although men also note that both management and clients seem to prefer 

men, they hardly mention the difference in networks at all. There is, however, one or two who 

answer this question somewhat differently: 

 

Women form their own networks in order to assert themselves and make new 

contacts. 

 

This theme is also found in international ethnographical research on auditors as 

described above (for example Anderson-Gough, Grey & Robson, 2001; 1998; Coffey, 1994). 

Not getting access to male networks in the organization lessens the possibility of gaining 

access to both information (Benschop & Doorewaard, 1998) and decision-making (Pelled, 

Ledford & Mohrman, 1999). As for networks outside the organization, they are often used to 

create and maintain client relations. Here, also, research has found that women are 

disadvantaged compared to men (Anderson-Gough, Grey & Robson, 1998; Fogarty, 1996; 

Grey, 1998). We also see an example of how women are sexualized in relation to the male 

clients, whereby they find it difficult to represent the neutral, genderless ideal-auditor. The 

accounts in this theme naturally relate well to relational aspects, but also to structural aspects 

such as the auditing firms’ traditional structure. 

 

Theme 4. Women have babies. 
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Women have babies (men too of course) but women are/and remain gone for a 

longer time for natural reasons (my opinion!). 

 

“You fall behind in your career at work”, there is no salary development. 

 

That women have children and take care of the home, thus falling behind in their careers 

is the one most common theme and explanation given for why there are differences between 

men and women in the auditing industry. Child birth is said to have the following 

consequences: 

 

The job is not for weaklings 

The character of auditor work is often brought forward as a reason for why women’s 

responsibility regarding the home often has the consequence of them falling behind in their 

careers. The work is said to demand a hundred percent presence as well as being seasonally 

dependent, which has the consequence of the auditor often working many hours of overtime. 

This makes it more difficult for women with responsibilities outside of work. Tolerance for 

such responsibility does not appear to very high, as the quote below exemplifies: 

 

Work hours are not respected, but it is often expected that everyone take part and 

be flexible, which leads to overtime, often without recompense. Anyone who 

opposes this is also seen as “difficult”. 

 

What becomes important for women who want to work less or take some time off is, 

therefore, how the closest superior acts and what view he or she has of the issue. The 

importance of the view of the closest superior is only noted by women. 

 

 

 

The state oppression 

It is not only the office and its culture, which affect women’s possibilities within the auditing 

industry. State regulations are also mentioned as a reason for why women find it difficult to 

remain in the industry. In order to keep their accreditation, auditors must do 1500 hours of 
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pure auditing work within a five-year period, something which is made more difficult by time 

off for having children or part-time work, which is still common among women. 

 

Have children and loose your clients 

One problem of taking time off for having children in the auditing industry is that this 

encompasses your clients being transferred to other auditors. Such a transferral often tends to 

become permanent. This means that when an auditor returns from time off for having 

children, he or she must basically start anew with creating client contacts. 

 

Most women have children. Up until childbirth/taking time off for having children 

they are as successful in their “careers”. During time off for children they are 

replaced by others with “their” clients and find it difficult to come back with 

further development. 

 

Have children and loose yourself 

Another view on the theme of children is that child birth often comes at an unsuitable time in 

the career and is, therefore, a hindrance for women. The profession includes a long period of 

university studies together with a period of time, during which you get the practical 

experience, which is demanded by an accreditation. Taking time off for having children 

creates problems both when it comes to studies as well as possibilities for new experience, 

which increases the likelihood that the auditor looses in competence during the time off.  

That family responsibilities throw a spanner in the works of a professional career is a 

common and well-developed theme in equality- and gender-research (see for example 

Harlow, Hearn & Parkin, 1995; Martin, 1994; Powell & Mainiero, 1992). These effects 

become particularly apparent if the parents are in a sensitive stage of their careers, such as 

trying to establish themselves in an organization (Metz & Tharenou, 2001). This does not 

necessarily mean that women are more affected than men. Men with a family with all that this 

encompasses such as taking time off for having children, the care of children etc. should come 

face to face with the same attitudes as women with children. It is, however, clear that women 

take the most time off due to children (Bygren & Duvander, 2005). The woman’s time off for 

children also seems to be assumed as natural, whereas that of the man is presented more as an 

issue of negotiation where how much time off is taken increases with education level, 

belonging to a profession, work in the public sector, not being a manager, not working 

overtime and the company where you work having a permissible attitude towards it (Brandth 
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& Kvande, 2002; Bygren & Duvander, 2005). Bekkengren (2002) found, however, that men 

use their work situation as an argument also when work did not demand it.  

It seems clear in the statements above that regarding those who have answered our 

survey, women still retain the largest responsibility for children. It is also remarkable that 

very few men talk about the effects on work of having children although they do have 

families including children. The effects of having children on work life, thus, seem to mainly 

influence women. In the research on auditors referred to above, the problems regarding 

women’s careers in relation to child birth are not very pronounced. It is rather presented as 

self-evident that women either do not have children or that these do not “disrupt work” 

(Anderson-Gough, Grey & Robson, 2005). For it is apparent in this research that work takes a 

considerable longer time than 40 hours a week (the legislated, normal Swedish work week), 

that it should be prioritized and that this demands commitment to the work in order to succeed 

as an auditor (Anderson-Gough, Grey & Robson, 2001; Coffey, 1994; Grey, 1998). There is 

certainly no place for weaklings. Instead of being presented as a problem area, this, however, 

remains a much understudied research area. 

Just as the theme “the auditor is a man”, “women have babies” rests on accounts related 

to structure, relation and individual. The demands from the state may be seen as structural, as 

may the lack of respect for work hours. Important relations, which are emphasized in the 

theme relate to clients and family. Individually, women may be seen as loosing in competence 

during time off for having children. 

 

Theme 5. The careful woman and the active man 
 

Men are more geared towards sales and have better self-confidence. Women are 

better “palest” and better at practical auditing. 

 

Or to show a more negative equivalent of the above quote: 

 

Women work better in the role as assistants as they commonly do not dare or 

want to take the step towards authorization. 

 

Women are more careful and may become nitpicking. The difference is not only in how 

the client or manager views the auditor, according to the auditors’ statements, but also in how 
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the auditors actually perform their work. A female auditor is more careful, assumes 

responsibility for finishing tasks and shows humility as well as sensitivity. A male auditor is 

aggressive, takes risks and above all; he sells. To sell has become ever more important in the 

auditing industry, while technical skills are more or less taken for granted. With this image of 

female and male auditors, it is, thus, the man, which moves the industry ahead and is 

rewarded thereafter. 

Here, we also see a more personal statement, which is nevertheless close to women’s 

accounts of how men find it easier to get ahead. Still, this is pronounced somewhat differently 

in this context and foremost by men, as opposed to in the previous theme: 

 

Men generally have a greater focus on making a career than women. 

 

We have not found this kind of gender stereotype in previous research on the auditing 

industry, but this may simply depend on it not being a research focus, as even general studies 

of auditor competence are few. Auditors’ motivation is sometimes studied in terms of how it 

differs between men and women (Chung, 2001), as is perceptions of stress and work 

complexity (Fogarty, 1996). Statements regarding different “fit” for different types of work 

are, however, few. Such statements often build on accounts regarding the auditor as an 

individual. We will return to this later in the paper. 

 

Theme 6. Young and pretty (woman) 
One theme, which is somewhat different from the others as well as less common, is that of the 

problem of being a young auditor. Older auditors are generally assumed to more easily get 

respect and meet with sympathy from clients. Age is not necessarily connected to gender, but 

it is interesting to note that all auditors who have mentioned age as a problem are women. We 

have not found this particular discussion regarding gendering in the auditing industry and so 

we will be satisfied with mentioning it here. On the other hand, Anderson-Gough, Grey and 

Robson (2005) and Grey (1998) emphasize how important dress and style is in order to fit in 

and succeed in the auditing industry. The theme of “young and pretty” may perhaps be seen as 

an expression of this; it is important to fit in rather than distinguish yourself. Such a 

discussion may also be related to the sexualization of the woman, which tends to occur in 

relation to other people (Katila & Merilainen, 2002), thus, making it difficult for her to fit in. 
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And so we return to theme two, that is that men find it easier to get ahead in their careers 

in the auditing industry – be it due to men having it easier getting ahead or that they want to 

get ahead more than women and, therefore, do so.  

After this image of how gender is constructed in the auditing industry, we will now 

analyze if men and women relate differently to the discourses of structure, relation and 

individual in their accounts as well as if they differ between those that say there is a difference 

between female and male auditors and those that say there is not such a difference. 

 

Difference in the form of structure, relation and individual  
In order to get an image of how common the different discourses, which were discussed in the 

beginning of the previous section, are and who use what kind of argument, we have coded the 

auditors’ answers according to whether they emphasize societal structure, relations or 

individual characteristics. Examples of statements within the different categories are: 

 

1. Accounts regarding structure: 

- traditions, expectations and a male-dominated society 

- general answers such as industry structure 

- the organization’s structure such as company hierarchy 

- work-specific answers such as work task characteristics 

 

2. Accounts regarding relations: 

- family 

- internal networks 

- clients 

- external networks 

 

3. Accounts regarding individuals 

- autonomous choices 

- stereotypes or gender-specific characteristics 

As we showed in the section on themes in the auditor’s world above, sub-themes can 

often be related to several discourses or categories. Thus, it appears that discourses related to 

structure, relation and individual are not autonomous, but rather support each other within the 

frame of a certain argument. Nor do the statements of a particular individual seem connected 



 20

to one particular category. In table two, we present what discourse an auditor has related to. 

Each auditor may have used more than one discourse in their answer. For example, the auditor 

may both have spoken about the importance of work conditions (structure) and clients 

preferring men (relation). In total, we have categorized 384 answers from 271 auditors. 

Percentages are computed for both 384 answers and 271 auditors, the latter of which are 

presented in parentheses. 

Most answers related to relation themes (42 percent) or structure themes (37 percent), 

whereas individual themes were related to in 21 percent of the answers. Women auditors gave 

answers related to structure themes in 51 percent of the cases, relation themes in 70 percent of 

the cases and individual themes in 29 percent of the cases. The corresponding percentages for 

men auditors were 53 percent structure themes, 50 percent relation themes and 31 percent 

individual themes. 

 

***Insert table 2 here.*** 

 

Taking into account that several auditors used several different discourses when 

answering, a great difference may be seen regarding number of users of certain categories: 52 

auditors speak only in structural terms, 76 only in relational terms and 46 only in individual 

terms, whereas 63 auditors combine structural and relational terms and ten combine structural 

and individual terms. Eight auditors combine relational and individual terms, whereas 16 

combine all three discourses. Here, women tend to speak more in terms of a combination of 

structure and relation, whereas men speak more in terms of structural terms. 

Significantly more women (93) than men (70) use relation themes to explain why there 

is or is not a difference between female and male auditors. A common example of an answer 

here is that clients prefer men. Thus, auditors generally tend to use discourses more related to 

structure and relations at the same time as women significantly more often use a relational 

discourse as compared with men. 

 

***Insert table 3 here.*** 

 

In table three, auditors who have answered maybe to the question of if there is a 

difference between female and male auditors have been excluded. Here, 379 answers from 

268 auditors have been categorized, the latter of which are presented in parentheses. 
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Significantly more of those who say there is a difference between female and male 

auditors speak in relational terms. Those who do not say there is a difference between female 

and male auditors tend more seldom to use this type of discourse, but usually explain the lack 

of difference in structural or individual terms. Here, it is simply stated that there should be no 

difference. A common example of an answer here in individual terms is that commitment and 

personality is what counts, not whether you are a man or a woman. At the same time, most of 

those who use structural and individual terms say that there is a difference between being a 

female and male auditor. There is also a tendency towards auditors working in large auditing 

firms and/or having a partner and children using structural terms to explain wherein gender 

differences lie (if they do think there is one). 

In summary, there is a significant correlation between saying that there is a difference 

between being a female and a male auditor and arguing for why there is such a difference in 

relational terms. There is also a correlation between women not saying that there is such a 

difference and arguing for why there is not in individual terms. Men tend instead to speak in 

structural terms in arguing for why there is no difference between the genders. 

 

What do we learn from this? 
What conclusions can be drawn from all this? First of all, we may conclude that the myth of 

the auditing profession’s neutrality in accordance with its values such as integrity, 

independence and objectivity does not correspond with gender equality in either practice (Elg, 

Jonnergård & Månsson, 2006) or the perceptions of the industry that we have analyzed in this 

paper. Instead, a considerable majority of the newly accredited auditors we have asked say 

that there is a difference between being a man and woman in the industry. This is hardly 

surprising given the industry’s structure and earlier research in the area. We may also 

conclude that more women than men say that there is such a difference. 

In our study of the auditors’ accounts we found that their statements could be described 

with the following themes: The auditor is a man, men as each others’ pals, women have 

babies, the careful woman and the active man and finally, young and pretty (woman). In 

summary, the material in this study shows that a large number of those that constitute “the 

norm” (here, men) as well as the “deviants” (here, women) say that there is a difference 

between men and women in the auditing industry. Differences are referred to both by women, 

but mostly by men, to relational themes. Women use individual themes in order to explain 

why there is not a difference, whereas men use structural terms for the same purpose. The 
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image that emerges is an industry, which is male in structure as well as clients and 

management and a female professional role as less active and “modern” – and if you wish to 

take implications one step further – which may be said to agree quite well with traditional sex 

roles. Such a relation to traditional sex roles is strengthened by the role played by children and 

family. Having children as a woman seems to lead to exclusion from clients as well as from 

company and professional development.  Interestingly, such a relation is strengthened by state 

regulations regarding accreditation requirements. 

In general, the image of auditors’ gender perceptions supports, and is supported by, the 

image provided by international ethnographic research in the auditing industry. The technical 

auditor, as described by Fogarty (1996) in the introduction of this paper can also be found in 

the theme of the profession’s neutrality. However, another image also emerges, in which what 

is important is to sell and where careers are made through selling or promoting yourself both 

within and outside of the organization. Client relations are emphasized rather than the 

professional competence, which has traditionally characterized the auditor. It is possible that 

such an image may be related to the development of the profession and especially so the 

commercialization of the industry (Cooper & Robson, 2006; Hanlon, 1997; 1996). The 

development from “auditing firms” to “professional service companies” (Fogarty, Radcliffe & 

Campbell, 2006; MacDonald & Richardson, 2004) has among other things initiated new ways 

of viewing the profession’s vision as well as a company’s business idea (Fogarty, Radcliffe & 

Campbell, 2006). The internal management systems, which have been implemented, have 

further strengthened the commercial ideology in the industry as opposed to the professional 

one (Covaleski et al., 1998; Dirsmith, Heian & Covaleski, 1997). 

One contribution of this paper to research on the auditing industry, while being in line 

with previous research on gendering in work life (Acker, 1992; 1990; Benschop & 

Doorewaard, 1998), is that perceived professional roles are divided between men and women 

in such a way as to men embodying the image of the modern, expansive auditor, whereas 

women sit tight with the accounting, nit-picking. As previous research has shown, men seem 

to be perceived as superior in technology (and physical strength) for biological reasons, 

whereas women are perceived as superior in empathy, that is social competence. On the other 

hand, women’s superiority in empathy does not outweigh men’s superiority regarding 

technology, as social competence is viewed as being successfully learnable (Abrahamsson, 

2002). We see here a marginalization of women in auditing in favor of their receiving less 

favorable positions (Loft, 1992; Loft & Kirkham, 1993). Somewhat ironically, the latter 

year’s development in the industry seems to have created a space for a female professional 
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role besides that of the male norm, this being, however, as several auditors pointed out, the 

woman’s role as assistant. 

After having categorized the auditors’ answers in accordance with which discourse their 

accounts relate to in terms of structure, relation and individual, we conclude that there are 

further differences in how men and women answer the question regarding wherein the 

difference between female and male auditors lies if there is such a difference. In general, the 

differences may largely be referred to structural factors or themes concerning relations rather 

than individual factors such as gender stereotypes. It is particularly important to note here that 

women to a larger extent than men discuss the importance of male networks. If you are 

yourself a member of the network, it is apparently not as easy to see who is excluded or what 

such an exclusion mechanism implies. The survey answers also indicate that there is a 

difference between large and small auditing firms. On the one hand, more auditors in large 

firms say that there is a gender difference as opposed to auditors in small firms and, on the 

other hand, structural themes are more referred to by these large-firm auditors. Here, 

hierarchy seems to be an everyday issue, which, therefore, may naturally play a larger role in 

your world view (compare with Elg, Jonnergård & Månsson, 2006, for a similar difference 

between small and large auditing firms). It is also worth noting that men tend to use structural 

themes in arguing for why there is no gender difference, as they say that there simply should 

be none. Opposite to this, women who say that there is no difference between being a female 

and a male auditor tend to use individual themes such as “it being in the hands of each and 

every individual”, as well as emphasizing the importance of personality and performed work 

being equal in order to argue for such a view.  

Without drawing too extensive conclusions from the above, one may speculate if there is 

some connection between gendering in the auditing industry and two of the myths, which 

currently circulate in Swedish society, that is the liberalist myth of individualism and the 

political myth of Sweden being a(n) (gender-)equal country. Whereas men probably find it 

more difficult to perceive gender differences in the auditing industry, thereby, tending more 

towards statements relating to the myth of how things should be equal and, therefore, are so, it 

is more difficult for women not to perceive inequality (exemplified by eight percent of 

partners in auditing firms being women and as we have shown in this paper). Their answer to 

such difficulties is then not to resign themselves to hardship, but to give statements relating to 

the myth of liberalism and the power of the individual, thus, gaining in power themselves and 

avoiding becoming victims in telling themselves that one can always influence one’s own 

situation. 
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Knights and Richards (2003, p. 218) have studied a similar phenomenon in academia, 

that is another professional context, and conclude that: 

 

Sex discrimination has clearly been an aspect of employment in higher education 

throughout the world despite the particular context of academia and its 

commitment to universal meritocratic values. Conventional studies of sex 

discrimination subscribe to a meritocratic model of equal opportunity. Because of 

its universal acceptance within modern liberal regimes, struggles in the name of 

equal opportunity are the most effective means of securing change for 

discrimination other than on grounds of merit is seen to be a contradiction of 

human rights in liberal society. Meritocracy has the power to pass the 

responsibility for unequal outcomes back onto the individual and therefore to 

stigmatize the unsuccessful as incompetent or incapable – something that these 

same individuals are likely to internalize, thus becoming subjects with very low 

levels of self-worth. (Sennett and Cobb, 1977) 

 

It is possible that members of the auditing industry wish to see themselves as working 

within a modern, businesslike enterprise, but as for the accounts for what separate women’s 

situation from that of men’s, it is quite apparent that quite some work remains to be done 

before the prefix “modern” can be attached to it with the meaning of the industry being 

gender equal. 
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Table 1 Chi-square analysis of differences between female and male auditors 
   Gender Sum 

    Women Men   
Yes Number 115 97 212 
  % within gender difference 54,2% 45,8%  
  % within gender 87,1% 69,8%  
  % of sum 42,4% 35,8% 78,2% 
Don’t know / both Number 1 2 3 
  % within gender difference 33,3% 66,7%  
  % within gender ,8% 1,4%  
  % of sum ,4% ,7% 1,1% 
No Number 16 40 56 
  % within gender difference 28,6% 71,4%  
  % within gender 12,1% 28,8%  

G
en

de
r d

iff
er

en
ce

 
    % of sum 5,9% 14,8% 20,7% 

Sum Number 132 139 271 

 

 

Table 2 Chi-square analysis of differences in structure, relation and invidual between men 
and women 

   Gender Sum 

    Women Men   
Structure Number 68 73 141 
  % within SRI 48,2% 51,8%  
  % within gender 34,3% 

(22,9%) 
39,2% 

(29,3%)  

  % of sum 17,7% 
(11,8%) 

19,0% 
(14,2%) 

36,7% 
(25,9%) 

Relation Number 93 70 163 
  % within SRI 57,1% 42,9%  
  % within gender 47,0% 

(31,3%) 
37,6% 

(28,1%)  

  % of sum 24,2% 
(16,1%) 

18,2% 
(13,6%) 

42,4% 
(30,0%) 

Individual Number 37 43 80 
  % within SRI 46,3% 53,8%  
  % within gender 18,6% 

(12,4%) 
23,1% 

(17,3%)  

 
St
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ur
e,

 re
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tio
n 
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d 
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du

al
 (S

R
I)

 

  % of sum 9,6% 
(6,4%) 

11,2% 
(8,4%) 

20,8% 
(14,7%) 

Sum Number 198 
(132) 

186 
(139) 

384 
(271) 
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Table 3 Chi-square analysis of differences in structure, relation and individual between 
those who say there is a difference between female and male auditors and those who don’t 

   Gender difference Sum 

    Yes No   
Structure Number 105 34 139 
  % within SRI 75,5% 24,4%  
  % within gender difference 34,5% 

(24,1%) 
45,3% 

(33,8%)  

  % of sum 58,7% 
(40,9%) 

9,0% 
(6,7%) 

36,7% 
(26,0%) 

Relation Number 143 19 162 
  % within SRI 88,3% 11,7%  
  % within gender difference 47,0% 

(32,8%) 
25,3% 

(18,9%)  

  % of sum 37,7% 
(26,3%) 

5,0% 
(3,7%) 

42,7% 
(30,2%) 

Individual Number 56 22 78 
  % within SRI 71,8% 28,2%  
  % within gender difference 18,4% 

(12,8%) 
29,3% 

(21,9%)  

 
St

ru
ct

ur
e,

 R
el

at
io

n 
an

d 
In

di
vi
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l (

SR
I)

 

  % of sum 14,8% 
(10,3%) 

5,8% 
(4,3%) 

20,6% 
(14,6%) 

Sum Number 304 
(212) 

75 
(56) 

379 
(268) 

 

 


