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Abstract

Although there are several studies on gender differences in occupations, few studies address 
the accounting profession, in particular those related to the occurrence of the glass ceiling effect, 
a barrier that hinders and even prevents the career growth of women. In this context, the study 
aims to verify the influence of glass ceiling in relation to gender inequality in the accounting 
profession. The investigated population consists of professionals in accounting from companies 
located in southern Brazil, and the sample consists of 34,886 observations. The results 
indicate that the top positions in the Accounting Auditor and Accountant professions are held 
predominantly by men. A difference in pay was observed, as men receive higher remunerations 
than women in similar functions. There is a predominance of accounting male professionals in 
large companies and female professionals in small and medium-sized businesses, and men tend 
to stay longer in positions of the accounting profession in the same company. It is concluded 
that the occurrence of glass ceiling influences on the increased difficulty of access for women 
in key positions in the accounting profession, confirming the gender inequality observed in 
studies regarding other professional activities.
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Resumen

Aunque existen varios estudios sobre las diferencias de género en las ocupaciones, pocos 
estudios abordan la profesión contable, en particular los relacionados con la aparición de Glass 
Ceiling, las barreras que dificultan e incluso impiden el crecimiento de la carrera de las mujeres. 
En este contexto, el estudio tiene como objetivo verificar la influencia del Glass Ceiling en 
relación con la desigualdad de género en la profesión contable. La población investigada 
está formado por profesionales en contabilidad de las empresas ubicadas en el sur de Brasil, 
y la muestra se compone de 34.886 observaciones. Los resultados indican que las primeras 
posiciones en Auditor Contable y Contador Contable se llevan a cabo principalmente por los 
hombres. Fue observado diferencia salarial, los hombres reciben una remuneración mayor 
que las mujeres en funciones similares. Hay un predominio de profesionales masculinos en la 
contabilidad las grandes empresas y mujeres profesionales en pequeñas y medianas empresas, 
y los hombres tienden a permanecer más tiempo en posiciones de la profesión contable en la 
misma empresa. Se concluye que la presencia de las influencias de Glass Ceiling en el aumento 
de la dificultad de acceso de las mujeres en posiciones clave en la profesión contable, lo que 
confirma la desigualdad de género observada en estudios en otras actividades profesionales.

Códigos JEL: J16, J82, M4 
Palabras clave: Glass Ceiling; Desigualdad de género; Profesión contable; Auditor contable; Las empresas brasileñas.

Introduction

Although the participation of women in society is increasing, there is asymmetry in gender 
relations in the labor market, especially in relation to the wage gap in similar positions and to 
the access for women in certain hierarchical positions (Cambota and Pontes, 2007; Cavazotte, 
Oliveira and Miranda, 2010). Despite the evolution of women in the labor market, which has 
been causing deep cultural changes, the business environment is still defined by male standards 
(Rothwell, 1985; Muzio and Tomlinson, 2012).

In recent decades, there has been growing interest in making visible the factors that could 
hinder the development of women in the accounting profession. However, research on the 
subject has been restricted to recruitment, retention, progression, and the turnover rate of women 
(Pillsbury, Capozzoli and Ciampa, 1989; Ciancanelli, Gallhofer, Humphrey and Kirham, 1990; 
Roberts and Coutts, 1992).

Despite the above, studies have proposed investigating the existing barriers for women 
in the professional field. Lehman (1992) noted that practices restricting the access of women 
to the accounting profession have persisted since the early 1900s, and literature has not been 
able to articulate the nature of the discriminatory practices. Barcelona, Lelievre and Lelievre 
(1975), in a survey of female accountants, comment that at that time there were slow incursions 
into discrimination in accounting supervision levels. Already in the findings of Fischer (1987) 
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women represented between 35% and 50% of all new employees in Auditing; however, 
promotions, responsibilities, and salaries were allocated disproportionately, and few women 
ended up occupying the partner position in an audit firm.

In 1983, the eight major audit firms in the world had about 6,000 partners, with only 62 
women (Gould, 1983). In 1986, the Census Bureau report indicated that women accounted for 
45% of all accountants and auditors. Although there have been advances, the Census Bureau 
shows differences in male and female earnings, with women still earning on average 69% less 
(Pear, 1987). More recently, Casa Nova (2012) notes that gender inequality will be overcome 
over time, because education is spreading among women, who will naturally take up new 
opportunities.

One of the most popular approaches on inequality in relation to gender in the labor market 
was conceived as the glass ceiling effect. This effect deals with the difficulty in professional 
growth and with the creation of invisible obstacles for the promotion of women and minorities 
to higher levels of the organizational hierarchy (Morrison and Glinow, 1990; Steil, 1997).

Despite the existence of national and international research exploring the glass ceiling 
effect, little is known about its occurrence in the accounting profession. For this reason, the 
following research question was defined: What is the influence of the glass ceiling effect in 
relation to gender inequality in the accounting profession? To answer this question, the study 
aims to verify the influence of the glass ceiling effect in relation to gender inequality in the 
accounting profession by conducting a survey in southern Brazil.

For the importance of studies that deal with the accounting profession and critical reviews, 
Cooper (2001) provided proper attention to gender issues. Furthermore, particularly regarding 
glass ceiling in the accounting profession—although being the object of study in international 
research, as indicated by Richardson (1996), Barker and Monks (1998), Twomey, Linehan and 
Walsh (2002), Haynes (2008), Abidin, Rashid and Jusoff (2009) and Bruce-Twum (2013), in 
the context under study, the effect in question and at this point in time—, such discussion is 
necessary and indicates relevant research.

Additionally, by addressing gender inequality, the study seeks to contribute in the pursuit 
actions aiming its reduction, confirming the positioning of Hoffmann (2004). Another 
contribution is the inclusion of arguments regarding the existence of restrictions and 
discrimination against women, and the findings seek to ratify the need for the appreciation 
of women in accounting. Such results can contribute to the promotion of such discussion in 
the academy, and to awareness for the need to minimize professional barriers, favoring the 
retention of women in accounting and valuing those with superior skills.

The choice of the southern region of Brazil is justified by the fairness of the economic 
context. According to the Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics (IBGE for its acronym 
in Portuguese) (2014), the monthly income per capita of the resident population in 2014 among 
the southern states is similar. The ranking of gross domestic product (GDP) of the Brazilian 
states is also similar to that of the states of Rio Grande do Sul in the fourth position, Paraná in 
the fifth, and Santa Catarina in the sixth position of the national GDP. Thus, it is justified due to 
the possibility of similar professional opportunities for women residing in these states. 

On the contrary, the inclusion of other states could generate bias in the findings, since there 
is an identified economic disproportionality.
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Gender inequality and Glass Ceiling

Glass ceiling is a concept introduced in the United States in the 1980s, to describe a 
transparent and subtle barrier that is able to make the rise of women to the highest levels of 
the organizational hierarchy impossible. Thus, women are prevented from advancing, based on 
gender and not by the inability of occupying higher functions (Powell and Butterfield, 1994; 
Ohlott, Ruderman and Mccauley, 1994).

The Federal Glass Ceiling Commission, in the USA (1995), defines it as “... artificial 
barriers to the development of women and minorities,” referring to these barriers as follows: 
Discrimination—a deep line of demarcation between those who thrive and were left behind—is 
an invisible barrier, still insurmountable, that keeps minorities and women from climbing the 
top rungs of the corporate ladder, regardless of their qualifications.

For Cotter, Hermsen, Ovadia and Vanneman (2001) Each of the employment characteristics 
can be fruitfully investigated as exhibiting glass ceiling effects; however, this study addressed 
rank, occupation, and remuneration.

In terms of studies that link glass ceiling to occupations and, in particular, the accounting 
profession, there are various approaches. Martin (1990) notes that women are segregated in 
occupational terms, unfairly assessed, and paid less than men.

Ohlott et al. (1994) suggest a discriminatory impact, which points to a lower propensity 
of men to delegate challenging tasks to women, showing evidence on the glass ceiling effect.

Particularly in accounting, Richardson (1996), in a study of UK professionals, found that 
male and female accountants have different career paths with higher compensation standards 
for men. Social expectations attributed to men refer to a continuous professional path, with 
linear and rapid career progression, whereas women are expected to have children and give 
them priority at the expense of their career.

Barker and Monks (1998) compared the career development of men and women accountants 
in Ireland, focusing on barriers to career development. They indicate that women face obstacles 
that do not occur with men. Moreover, career development is more common among women 
who forego family life.

According to Acs, Bardasi, Estrin and Svejnar (2011), the barriers that women face are the 
result of educational experiences, family roles, social roles, and a lack of networking.

Twomey et al. (2002) investigated the career development of young accountants of 
Generation X in Ireland, analyzing whether the new generation experienced the glass ceiling 
effect during their accounting career. The results show that Generation X female accountants 
also face obstacles and from their point of view male domination in the accounting profession 
tends to last.

Abidin et al. (2009), based on a study conducted in Malaysia, argue that organizations are 
not built to accommodate the values of women. This is because women entered the business 
world late and have a very narrow range of occupations. Furthermore, many workplaces did not 
change their policies to allow the balance between work and family responsibilities.

The study by Cooper (2010) reflects the prevailing attitude of men towards the admission 
of women in professional accountancy bodies in the years of professional training in Australia. 
The study showed that Australian women seeking a career in accounting and participating 
in professional accountancy bodies in the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century 
faced various forms of discrimination.
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The study by Bruce-Twum (2013) sought to discover whether female accountants in Ghana 
were affected by the glass ceiling effect. The findings suggest that there was an increase in 
the number of women admitted as part of the Institute of Chartered Accountants of Ghana; 
however, no woman has been selected to perform in high hierarchical level functions.

One the factors that seem to affect business performance with regard to women is 
education—those with higher education perform better—, and the difference with respect 
to men decreases when women with university careers are the subject of study (Runyan, 
Huddleston and Swinney, 2006).

Madero Gómez (2010) investigated the importance of 27 factors of human resources in the 
working career of individuals. Among the main results, the education level, communication 
skills, and family support are highlighted as reducing gender inequality factors in the careers 
of women.

The studies by Dwyer, Johnston and Miller (1996) and Steil (1997) indicate that in the 
twentieth century, men still had a greater tendency to cover managerial functions and decision-
making positions, a fact that reveals the presence of glass ceiling and distorts the recurring 
discourse of gender equality, which is often explained in the Social Report of organizations.

Studies on gender inequality in various professions

Contemporary studies in other professional fields have also shown the existence of gender 
inequality and invisible barriers that restrict the access of women to career advancement, 
professional development, and wage equality. Powell, Bagilhole and Dainty (2009) comment 
that the engineering field professions have always been characteristic of a male occupation. 
Furthermore, they report that strategies for reducing gender inequality to increase the number 
of women in engineering professions were developed, but the success of said strategies were 
considered to be limited.

Michelson (2009) suggests the existence of gender inequality in the legal profession of 
private law in the labor market of China. The author shows that, although there is a quantitative 
expansion in job opportunities for female lawyers, their careers have been qualitatively, in 
terms of status and income, less valued compared to male professionals.

The study by Walsh (2012) examines the aspirations of career progress and the perceptions 
of opportunities for female lawyers in Wales and England. The study finds that strong 
aspirations in career progress (partners in law firms) does not necessarily prevent a balanced 
lifestyle, integrating work and personal life. Moreover, regarding opportunities, even women 
with strong aspirations realize that their promotion has been restricted, proving the existence of 
barriers for career progress.

England (2010) offers contemporary arguments to explain the little progress in the valuation 
and professional equality of women. The author highlights that women showed strong incentive 
to enter the men dominated professions, whereas on the other hand, men have little incentive 
to take on women dominated functions (nursing, physiotherapy, social work, among others). 
In this sense, most people follow the typical gender paths, making inequality persist in many 
professions. For women, inequality persists in top management jobs, management jobs, and 
jobs that require direct contact with clients. On the other hand, men have low rise in nursing 
and educational activities, as well as in the social and health areas.
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The arguments presented by England (2010), that women have occupied health professions 
was in part challenged by Adams (2010) by considering status factors and remuneration, 
suggesting that in professional areas dominated by women there is also incidence of gender 
inequality: men are still predominant in the functions of higher status and remuneration, such 
as medicine and dentistry, while women hold support functions such as nursing.

Crompton and Lyonette (2011) report that in Britain the medical profession is internally 
segregated by gender, where usually women hold lower clinical specialties. In general, they 
suggested that there is sexual discrimination of doctors and accountants with high qualification, 
and the factor underlying the trajectory of different careers related to gender remains responsible 
for housework and caring for the family which, in a nutshell, is practiced predominantly by 
women.

Gender inequality in the accounting profession

Historically, gender conflicts have restricted women from taking the identity of accountants, 
therefore, the top ranks of the accounting profession have been reserved for men (Lehman, 
1992). Konstans and Ferris (1981) have mentioned that in audit, the turnover rate of women 
and men during the first year of work is not very different. However, in the third year the 
turnover rate doubles for women. Wescott and Seiler (1986) suggest that women resign due to 
dissatisfaction and not for personal reasons such as marriage, family and/or children.

Traditionally, leadership positions in organizations in the United States and other parts of the 
world are occupied mainly by men (Stelter, 2002). Even with the increasing number of women 
in the labor market and in management positions, their access to leadership positions remains 
limited (Eagly, Johannesen-Schmidt and Van Engen, 2003; Oakley, 2000; Ridgeway, 2001; 
Stelter, 2002) indicating the existence of barriers that prevent the professional advancement of 
women.

Oakley (2000) argues that there are three categories that explain the rise of women barriers: 
(1) corporate practices, such as recruitment, retention, and promotion; (2) behavioral and 
cultural causes, such as stereotypes and preferred leadership style; and (3) structural and cultural 
explanations rooted in feminist theory. Therefore, this study sought to focus on the business 
practices of recruitment, retention, and promotion of women in the accounting profession. 
Meyerson and Fletcher (2000) note that a woman could miss a promotion to a male colleague 
with less experience only because of gender discrimination.

Historically, the inclusion of women in the labor market is marked by progress and delays. 
On the one hand, there was an increase in female participation in the labor market, with access 
to careers, professions, and prestigious positions; on the other hand, high unemployment of 
women, poor conditions for the performance of the work, and female work predominantly in 
precarious and informal activities (Bruschini, 2007).

Kelan (2008) reveals three distinct ways in which gender is addressed. First, the awareness 
discourse seeks to reiterate the stereotype of gender through the representation of women. 
Second, in the individualization speech, gender discriminatory elements lost their importance. 
Finally, women are considered as ideal workers for the future. This indicates that there is 
little room for speeches that continue with the inequality awareness experienced by women in 
relation to men supporting the rhetoric for a post-feminism climate.
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Dwyer and Roberts (2004) analyzed contemporary social relations on gender in the public 
accounting profession in the United States. The results showed that, due to the inability of 
women to challenge the norms of domesticity, the equal participation of women in the 
profession cannot be expected.

Madero Gómez (2010) investigated the importance of 27 factors of human resources in the 
working career of individuals. Among the main results, the education level, communication 
skills, and family support are highlighted as reducing gender inequality factors in the careers 
of women.

Crompton and Lyonette (2011) also report in their study that, in Britain, women are 
restricted from taking high ranking positions in the career of accounting.

Lupu (2012) explored the mechanisms that stimulate the infrequency of women in top 
positions in accounting firms in France. The results showed that the career model characterized 
by ascendancy and constant mobility does not fit for most women, especially those with children. 
On the other hand, there are several alternative ways that women can pursue to continue 
balancing their professional and family aspirations: part-time work, narrow specialization, 
support work, and leaving early.

In a study conducted in Germany, Bach (2014) showed that gender inequality is much deeper 
than simple wage comparison. Using the income tax returns and considering wages, income per 
capita, and real estate, the study found that German women have obtained significantly lower 
income than men.

Brighenti, Jacomossi and Silva (2015) investigated gender inequality in the performance 
of accountants and auditors in the labor market of the State of Santa Catarina, Brazil. They 
concluded that even with an average range of education equal to that of men, the average pay 
for women is lower, suggesting gender inequality in the accounting labor market. Additionally, 
they verified if age, length of employment, education, and size of the company could justify the 
differences in pay between genders; however, these were similar for men and women, showing 
evidence of gender inequality.

Cisnero (2015) examined the differences in the background of new businesses started 
by men and women in Mexico City. The factors included in the analysis were professional 
experience, educational level, history of family entrepreneurs, age, gender, initial capital with 
which the company was formed, planning level, among others. The results indicate that there is 
no significant difference in the performance of new businesses, but there were differences in the 
amount of initial capital and income levels reported by men and women. This result proves the 
existence of inequality in third party capital availability for women starting new undertakings.

For Cisneros (2015) there was a sharp increase in female entrepreneurship throughout the 
world, and although higher in developed economies, it was also significant in Latin America. 
Particularly, cases of gender inequality in Latin America are no different from the rest of the 
world. Women have been taking a higher position in economics and business, but have not yet 
equaled men (World Bank, 2010).

Recently, there have been major policy initiatives in an effort to develop standards and 
work cultures in favor of reconciling professional with personal activities, a factor that can 
contribute to a reduction in gender inequality in professions (Muzio and Tomlinson, 2012). 
However, the literature refers to the inference that there is still much work to be done for the 
greater professional equality between men and women, both in the accounting profession and 
in other professional activities.
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Regulation and the differences between the accounting profession and Auditing

In the accounting profession, there are diverse opportunities and fields of activity. Da 
Silva et al. (2011) explains that through their work and judgment, the accountant (accountant 
or accounting technician) can perform various functions: register, quantify, design, analyze, 
evaluate, direct, and produce other elements, on which the economic, administrative and 
financial institutions depend, especially in deciding whether to keep or redirect actions as well 
as in the business direction and management of organizations.

It should be noted that the CFC Resolution No. 560 of October 28, 1983, provides the 
respective functions of the accounting profession, among which Auditing is included. Thus, 
the duties of an accounting officer are listed as: analyst, advisor, assistant, auditor (internal 
or external), consultant advisor, revenue controller, controller, educator, writer or technical 
writer, accounting or tax bookkeeping, subordinate executor, tax auditor, organizing legislator, 
expert, researcher, planner, teacher or lecturer, editor, and reviewer.

However, Ricardino and Carvalho (2004) reported the existence of a gap of nearly two 
hundred years separating the formalization of the use of double entry bookkeeping in the 
Portuguese Royal Treasury, through the Decree of June 28, 1808, and the introduction of the 
mandatory use of Independent Audit, on June 14, 1965. In both cases, they were regulated 
through legal documents. Lopes (2002) notes that the base on legal structures has made the 
model more focused on civil law, that is, accounting generally regulated directly and legally by 
the central government.

In this context, the auditing activity emerged in Brazil almost a century ago, but because 
of the legalistic characteristics of the country, its practice was regulated only from 1965. With 
regard to the scientific production, accounting professionals and academics, publications on 
this topic emerged approximately in 1928. As a subject, Auditing, initially called Review 
& Forensic Accounting, was included officially in the curricula of the Higher Courses in 
Accounting from 1945 onward.

This was done in order to differentiate Auditing, —an area of the accountant, or of 
accounting—which is the profession itself. According to Attie (2009) auditing “is a dedicated 
accounting expertise to test the efficiency and effectiveness of asset control deployed for the 
purpose of expressing an opinion on certain data”. For Franco and Marra (2001) auditing 
includes: 

“...examination of documents, books and records, inspections and obtaining information and 
confirmations, internal and external, related to the control of assets, in order to measure the 
accuracy of these records and their financial statements resulting from them”.

Additionally, it is important to endorse how regulations of accounting occur, especially 
auditing, in Brazil and in the world. The United Nations Conference on Trade and Development 
(UNCTAD) is a body linked to the United Nations (UN), which has a group of experts in 
international accounting standards called the Intergovernmental Group of Experts on 
International Standards of Accounting and Reporting (ISAR). According to Aggestam (1999), 
the ISAR is comprised of governmental and non-governmental organizations, and is the only 
UN intergovernmental body aimed at promoting the harmonization of accounting and auditing 
practices.
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Although thoroughly defining the content that should be included in the curricula of the 
accounting professional training courses, the ISAR states that its determinations represent only 
a guide to be followed by the HEIs, which are responsible for establishing subjects to be taught 
and the workload of each, observing the peculiarities of each country, such as: the constant 
changes in the economic scenario, cultural differences, and technological advances.

However, some facts have led to more comprehensive regulatory changes in Auditing. 
According to Niyama et al. (2011) the professional responsibilities of auditors were expanded 
from corporate scandals, which led to modifications of the self-profession regulatory process in 
the US market, as well as the institution of the PCAOB.

Large audit firms argue that they support efforts to standardize the accounting and auditing 
standards worldwide and that a “new business model” should be developed for the provision 
of information with better quality and timeliness, but that auditors are not and cannot be the 
last instance of insurers for financial and capital markets, and that there is a difference in 
expectations between what investors want from an audit and the audit carrying capacity.

Finally, as the analysis of PWC; KPMG; GT; BDO; DT; E & Y (2006), it would be important 
to search for a convergence/harmonization of auditing standards, as it is being implemented in 
relation to international accounting standards. In this sense, the way would be through the 
International Standards of Auditing (ISAs) developed by IFAC.

Particularly in Brazil, in late 2009, the Federal Accounting Council (CFC) approved a 
package with the new auditing standards for the audit of financial statements in convergence 
with the parameters of the standards developed by the IFAC, placing the Brazilian market in 
line with this harmonization movement of audit practices.

In this sense, auditors in the sample of this work have been working on converging 
parameters for other countries that follow the International Standards of Auditing (ISAs) 
developed by IFAC, which allows a possible comparison with less distortion.

Research Methodology

Data were collected in the 2013 Annual Social Information Report (RAIS for its acronym in 
Portuguese), available on the website of the Ministry of Labor and Employment. The attendees 
were professionals in accounting, with a formal contract of employment in companies located 
in the three southern states of the country: Rio Grande do Sul, Santa Catarina, and Paraná. The 
occupations were selected according to the Brazilian Code of Occupation (CBO), encoded as 
252 210 - Accountant, CBO 252205 – Auditor, and CBO 413110 - Accounting Assistant, with 
a total population of 81,756 observations.

For sample extraction, first information on the accounting area was selected. Subsequently, 
professionals who did not have a higher education were excluded, so that the parameters were 
the same in all positions of the accounting hierarchy. The sample was comprised of 34,886 
observations.

The extracted information gave rise to the following research variables: gender, position, 
education, age, compensation, company size, time in the position, and state of the southern 
region. In the application of statistical techniques, the variables were categorized as shown in 
Table 1.
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Table 1
Categorization of research variables using 2013 base year data.

Variable Nonmetric Categorization
Metric 
Categorization

Theoretical Basis

Gender
Male
Female

01
02

Duleep and Sanders (1992); Lehman 
(1992); Roberts and Coutts (1992); Powell 
e Butterfield (1994); Ohlott et al., (1994); 
Frankforter (1996); Steil (1997); Fernandez 
(1998); Twomey et al., (2002); Dwyer 
and Roberts (2004); Casa Nova (2012); 
Brighenti et al., (2015); Cisnero (2015).

Position
Accounting Auditor
Accountant
Accounting Assistant

01
02
03

Barcelona et al., (1975); Powell and 
Butterfield (1994); Ohlott et al., (1994); 
Frankforter (1996); Fernandez (1998); 
Barker and Monks (1998); Meyerson and 
Fletcher (2000); Twomey et al., (2002); 
Cooper (2010); Lupo (2012); Bruce-Twum 
(2013); Abidin et al., (2009).

Education
College Degree
Master Degree
Doctorate

01
02
03

Meyerson and Fletcher (2000); Cooper 
(2001); Runyan et al., (2006); Madero 
Gómez (2010); Brighenti et al., (2015); 
Cisnero (2015).

Age

16-20
21-25
26-30
31-40
41-50
> 50

01
02
03
04
05
06

Barcelona et al., (1975); Crompton and 
Sanderson (1990); Richardson (1996); 
Cambota and Pontes (2007); Cisnero (2015).

Remuneration
< R$ 2,000.00
R$ 2,000.00 to R$ 5,000.00
R$ 5,000.00 to R$ 8,000.00
> R$ 8,000.00

01
02

03

04

Pear (1987); Duleep and Sanders (1992); 
Cooper (2010); Bach (2014); Brighenti et 
al., (2015).

Company Size
Small
Medium
Large

01
02
03

Gould (1983); Brighenti et al., (2015).

Time in position

< 1 year
1 to 3 years
3 to 5 years
> 5 years

01
02
03
04

Konstans and Ferris (1981); Wescott and 
Seiler (1986); Richardson (1996); Abidin et 
al., (2009); Lupu (2012); Brighenti et al., 
(2015); Cisnero (2015).

State of the Southern 
Region

SC – Santa Catarina
RS – Rio Grande do Sul
PR – Paraná

01
02
03

IBGE (2014).

Source: Research data (2013).

Initially, the data were analyzed through a bivariate analysis to verify the relation/association 
between the studied variables. In this case, the chi-square test was performed using the SPSS 
software applicable to the model variables used in the research, as shown in Table 1. The 
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chi-square test can be used as an extension of the binomial test and compares the observed 
frequencies with those expected in each category.

Finally, multiple correspondence analyses were applied using the SPSS software, in order 
to identify the gender profile on the other variables. The procedure to make the correspondence 
analysis technique was through HOMALS (Analysis of Homogeneity).

Analysis of Results

The composition of the frequency of each variable can be observed in Table, which contains 
the composition of the sample distributed by gender for a total of 34,886 observations, divided 
into 44% for males and 56% for females. The table summarizes the data on the variables of 
position, education, age, compensation, company size, time in the position, and state of the 
southern region.

Regarding the distribution of positions by gender, the highlight is the Accountant position, 
which has the highest volume with 18,909 observations, with some proportional distribution 
between males and females. The educational level distribution, particularly of professionals 
with higher education, is due to the sample selection, which is why it is the educational level of 
the majority, with 34,553 observations. In the age distribution, it is observed that the majority 
of people fall within the range of 31 to 40 years of age, with 12,772 observations, and there is 
a predominance of females in this age group.

With regard to remuneration, the data show that in the salary range between R$ 2,000.00 
and R$ 5,000.00 there is a higher ratio of women compared to men. Regarding the size of 
the companies, it is shown that large companies account for the largest amount, with gender 
distributed practically equitably between male and female.

As for time in the position, the largest volume of observations is in the group of over five 
years in office, with 10,322 observations; followed very closely by the group with less than a 
year, and by that of one to three years in office. Finally,  location by state is shown, with the 
state of Paraná presenting the largest number, with 13,613 observations, and a small difference 
between the number of males and females. Regardless, the states of Rio Grande do Sul and 
Santa Catarina show similarity in the number of professionals working in accounting, with 
some predominance of females.
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Table 2
Descriptive statistics observed using 2013 base year data.

Gender Male Female Total

n. 15,239 19,647 34,886

% 44% 56% 100%

Position Accounting Auditor Accountant Accounting Assistant

Gender Male Female Male Female Male Female

n. 2,346 1,490 9,471 9,438 3,422 8,719

% 61% 39% 50,1% 49,9% 28% 72%

Education College Degree Master Degree Doctorate

Gender Male Female Male Female Male Female

n. 15,073 19,480 138 132 28 35

% 44% 56% 51% 49% 44% 56%

Age 16-20 21-25 26-30 31-40 41-50 > 50

Gender Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female

n. 40 56 1,296 2,517 2,886 5,107 5,208 7,564 3,460 3,358 2,349 1,045

% 42% 58% 34% 66% 36% 64% 41% 59% 51% 49% 69% 31%

Remuneration < R$ 2,000.00 R$ 2,000.00 - R$ 
5,000.00

R$ 5,000.00 - R$ 
8,000.00

> R$ 8,000.00

Gender Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female

n. 3,725 8,050 6,571 8,763 2,521 1,771 2,422 1,063

% 32% 68% 43% 57% 59% 41% 70% 30%

Company Size Small Medium Large

Gender Male Female Male Female Male Female

n. 4,057 6,718 3,439 5,099 7,743 7,830

% 38% 42% 41% 59% 49,7% 50,2%

Time in 
position

< 1 year 1-3 years 3-5 years > 5 years

Gender Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female

n. 3,860 5,917 3,874 5,727 2,139 3,047 5,366 4,956

% 40% 60% 40% 60% 41% 59% 52% 48%

State SC RS PR

Gender Male Female Male Female Male Female

n. 4,511 6,145 4,157 6,460 6,571 7,042

% 42% 58% 39% 61% 48% 52%

Source: Research Data.
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Analysis of association between variables

The study aimed to verify the association between the variables that characterize the 
existence of glass ceiling in the accounting profession. For this, the chi-square test on gender 
versus position was carried out as shown Table 3.

Table 3
Chi-square test on Gender versus Position using 2013 base year data.

Description

Position
Total Sig.Accounting 

Auditor
Accountant

Accounting 
Assistant

Gender

Male
Count 2,346 9,471 3,422 15,239

0.001*
Expected Count 1,675.7 8,259.9 5,303.5 15,239

Female
Count 1,490 9,438 8,719 19,647

Expected Count 2,160.3 10,649.1 6,837.5 19,647

* Significance level of 5%
Note: Sig. = Significance Level
Source: Research Data.

The facts show that on elite positions in the accounting profession, such as the Accounting 
Auditor, the expected count for males was of 1,675.7, whereas the actual count was of 2,346; 
on the other hand, for females the expected count was of 2,160.30 and the effective count was 
of 1,490.

Regarding the position of accounting assistant, there is a high prevalence of women, 
corroborating Cooper (2001) on the advancement of women in the accounting profession, 
particularly at low levels. The advance shows that the movements of radical feminism that 
occurred in the mid-1960s, mainly in the UK and Australia, were not in vain; however, 
the evidence still denotes inequality in the upper levels of the hierarchy in the accounting 
profession. The results indicate that the rejection of female accession to the post of accounting 
auditor persists, reinforcing the findings of Gould (1983), Fisher (1987), and Cooper (2010).

In this view, women are occupying operational positions that do not require criticality in 
decisions. This inference seems to suggest that the assumption that women would not have the 
same capacity as men in the accounting profession continue to this day, as suggested by Cooper 
(2010). It is also corroborated by the findings of Dwyer and Roberts (2004) and Madero Gómez 
(2010) that domesticity prevents equal participation of women in the accounting profession and 
business environment. This fact confirms that gender inequality is not isolated in the accounting 
profession, but is widespread throughout the business environment (Madero Gómez, 2010).

The results suggest that in the accounting profession, the glass ceiling effect is disseminated 
on the issue of hierarchy in certain positions of accounting, corroborating the theoretical 
positioning of Frankforter (1996), and in relation to the occupations of women in the accounting 
profession, confirming the positioning of Fernandez (1998). The results corroborate the findings 
of Morrison and Glinow (1990) on the existence of glass ceiling that prevents women from 
taking leadership positions and visibility, namely those of Accounting Auditor and Accountant.

Therefore, women tend to assume positions of lower visibility, as Accounting Assistant, 
indicating the occurrence of glass ceiling in the accounting profession in Southern Brazil. The 
position of Accounting Assistant does not have supervisory functions and authority, confirming 
the explanations of Marsden, Kalleberg and Cook (1993) that men take on more positions of 
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authority and of supervision functions. The findings allow us to infer that men sometimes do 
not share the functions of power and professional status, maintaining the permeability of glass 
ceiling in the accounting profession (Steil, 1997).

The results corroborate the concept of Pillsbury et al., (1989), that female accountants 
suffer a lack of growth in the profession, and that of Trapp, Hermanson and Turner (1989) on 
the highest ascension of male accounting professionals. Evidence indicates that the accounting 
profession has an invisible barrier to women concerning jobs and occupations that offer a higher 
income. This barrier affects women due to gender, not by the inability to occupy the Accountant 
and Accounting Auditor positions, since training in Accounting accredits professionals for the 
exercise of all these functions (Powell and Butterfield, 1994; Ohlott et al., 1994).

According to Lehman (1992), the restriction practices of women to certain positions endured 
World War II (Zimmeck, 1984), and the results indicate that to this day such discrimination 
continues.

Table 4 describes the chi-square test on Gender versus Education.

Table 4
Chi-square test on Gender versus Education using 2013 base year data.

Description
Education

Total Sig.
College Degree Master Degree Doctorate

Gender
Male

Count 15,073 138 28 15,239

0.047*
Expected Count 15,093.5 117.9 27.5 15,239

Female
Count 19,480 132 35 19,647
Expected Count 19,459.5 152.1 35.5 19,647

* Significance level of 5%
Note: Sig. = Significance Level
Source: Research Data.

The results indicate that for College degree there is a close consistency between male and 
female. The same applies at the Doctorate level, because there is a similarity in the relation to 
gender; however, there was a predominance of women. The most relevant difference was in 
relation at the Master degree level, where males exceeded the expected count and the number 
of females was inferior in this count.

Generally, there is a higher ratio of women seeking professional qualification and even so 
they still occupy a smaller number of higher hierarchies in the accounting profession. This is 
contrary to the findings of Roberts and Coutts (1992), who say that women who reach adequate 
levels of qualifications tend to achieve higher levels of employment in the profession, and to 
Runyan et al. (2006), who mentions that education decreases gender inequality significantly in 
the business environment.

On the other hand, the findings corroborate Crompton and Sanderson (1990), who say that 
the increase in the academic qualification level of women does not guarantee occupying high 
level positions in the hierarchy of the accounting profession. The results prove the inference 
of Brighenti et al., (2015), in which the level of education could justify gender inequality in 
the accounting profession; however, this is not what happens, because women with education 
levels compatible with men are discriminated in their functions.

Evidence of Casa Nova (2012) on the spread of higher education and highly qualified 
women in a widespread scope are confirmed, and over time this factor may help the gender 
equality that is sorely required by both women and minorities.
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Table 5 describes the chi-square test on Gender versus Age.

Table 5
Chi-square test on Gender versus Age using 2013 base year data.

Description
Age

Total Sig.
16-20 21-25 26-30 31-40 41-50 >50

Gender

Male
Count 40 1,296 2,886 5,208 3,460 2,349 15,239

0.001*

Expected 
Count <0}

41.9 1,665.6 3,491.5 5,579.1 2,978.3 1,482.6 15,239

Female
Count 56 2517 5,107 7,564 3,358 1,045 19,647
Expected 
Count 

54.1 2,147.4 4,501.5 7,192.9 3,839.7 1,911.4 19,647

* Significance level of 5%
Note: Sig. = Significance Level
Source: Research Data.

The fact that younger women predominate in the accounting profession offers support to the 
findings of Crompton and Sanderson (1990), where the age distribution of younger women in 
the profession may cause implications in position and occupation, and women are represented 
in greater numbers at the lower levels of the accounting profession hierarchy.

Moreover, the evidence of Konstanz and Ferris (1981) is confirmed, in which women over 
time have greater organizational and staff turnover rates, making older men have higher growth 
in the professional level.

The approach by Roberts and Coutts (1992) is confirmed, since the career breaks of women 
aged 25 to 35 are affected over the perspectives for career advancement. Finally, the findings 
contradict the inferences of Barcelona et al. (1975) and of Cisneros (2015), which state that the 
age of women would not be a factor for discrimination; however, the inferred results were in 
many different periods.

We must consider that the findings on the age group may offer evidence of possible impacts 
on other results, since women have recently gained ground in the profession and consequently 
younger women are prevalent in the profession, and that such professionals need time to 
achieve the best career levels. Thus, future studies would be necessary for a longitudinal way 
to compare whether or not this attitude tends to endure, and if there are continuing invisible 
barriers on remuneration, or office, among other discriminatory factors arising from gender.

Table 6 shows the chi-square test on Gender versus Remuneration.

Table 6
Chi-square test on Gender versus Remuneration using 2013 base year data.

Description
Remuneration

Total Sig.< R$ 
2,000.00

R$ 2,000.00 - 
R$ 5,000.00

R$ 5,000.00 - 
R$ 8,000.00

> R$ 
8,000.00

Gender

Male
Count 3,725 6,571 2,521 2,422 15,239

0.001*
Expected Count 5,143.6 6,698.2 1,874.8 1,522.3 15,239

Female
Count 8,050 8,763 1,771 1,063 19,647

Expected Count 6,631.4 8,635.8 2,417.2 1,962.7 19,647

* Significance level of 5%
Note: Sig. = Significance Level
Source: Research Data.
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The results indicate that in the accounting profession, men predominantly receive higher 
remunerations (R$ 5,000.00 to R$ 8,000.00 and > R$ 8,000.00), whereas lower salaries (< R$ 
2,000.00 and R$ 2,000, 00 R$ 5,000.00) predominate among women.

The findings agree with Steil (1997), Bach (2014) and Brighenti et al. (2015), demonstrating 
lower pays for women who exercise the same professional assignments as men. The gender gap 
in pay remains significant, although women have obtained a similar education. The evidence 
of Martin (1990), Richardson (1996) and Crankshaft and Bridges (2007), along with the 
theoretical positioning glass ceiling outlined by Duleep and Sanders (1992) with respect to the 
wage differences between men and women, are confirmed. Table 7 describes the chi-square test 
on Gender versus Company size.

Table 7
Chi-square test on Gender versus Company Size using 2013 base year data.

Description
Company Size

Total Sig.
Small Medium Large

Gender

Male
Count 4,057 3,439 7,743 15,239

0.001*
Expected Count 4,706.8 3,729.6 6,802.6 15,239

Female
Count 6,718 5,099 7,830 19,647

Expected Count 6,068.2 4,808.4 8,770.4 19,647

* Significance level of 5%
Note: Sig. = Significance Level
Source: Research Data.

It can be observed in Table 7 that there is a male predominance in undertaking activities 
involving the accounting profession in large companies because, as noted, the expected count 
for men was lower than the actual number. There is a predominance of women taking positions 
in the accounting profession in small and medium-sized enterprises, since, as noted, the 
expected count for women was lower than the actual number, contradicting Brighenti et al. 
(2015) who states that the size of a company does not cause interference in gender inequality.
Table 8 describes the chi-square test on Gender versus Time in position.

Table 8
Chi-square test on Gender versus Time in Position using 2013 base year data.

Description
Time in Office

Total Sig.
< 1 year 1-3 years 3-5 years > 5 years

Gender

Male
Count 3,860 3,874 2,139 5,366 15,239

0.001*
Expected Count 4,270.8 4,193.9 2,265.4 4,508.9 15,239

Female
Count 5,917 5,727 3,047 4,956 19,647

Expected Count 5,506.2 5,407.1 2,920.6 5,813.1 19,647

* Significance level of 5%
Note: Sig. = Significance Level
Source: Research Data.

The results show that men in the accounting profession remain in office for longer periods 
of time, that is, for over five years. On the other hand, women predominate in their respective 
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position in all other periods of less than five years. These results indicate that men tend to 
stay longer in their position in the accounting profession, which can be driven by the non-
interference of caring for a family. On the other hand, women often have to give up their 
profession for a period of time to take care of their family, confirming the affirmations of 
Richardson (1996).

These findings are corroborated by Cooper Jackson (2001). According to these findings, 
women who have high positions are characterized by having a late marriage and few children. 
For Melamed (1995), the accomplishments of women were obtained mainly due to lack of 
domestic responsibilities. In contrast, the evidence provided by Brighenti et al. (2015) on the 
low interference of employment time in gender inequality is contradicted. Table 9 describes the 
chi-square test on Gender versus the State.

Table 9
Chi-square test on Gender versus the State using 2013 base year data.

Description
State

Total Sig.
SC RS PR

Gender

Male
Count 4,511 4,157 6,571 15,239

0.001*
Expected Count 4,654.8 4,637.7 5,946.5 15,239

Female
Count 6,145 6,460 7,042 19,647

Expected Count 6,001.2 5,979.3 7,666.5 19,647

* Significance level of 5%
Note: Sig. = Significance Level
Source: Research Data.

The results indicate that women predominate in the accounting profession with a greater 
ratio in the states of Santa Catarina and Rio Grande do Sul, whereas men have a higher 
prevalence in Paraná.

Analysis of homogeneity among variables

Subsequently, the application of the correspondence analysis (HOMALS) was carried out, 
showing the total variance explained by each dimension. Thus, it was observed that the two 
dimensions explain 30.4% and 16.6% of the data variation, respectively. Table 10 shows the 
discrimination measures informing on the most important variables in each dimension.

Table 10
Discrimination measures using 2013 base year data.

Variable
Dimension
1 2

Position 0,448 0,202
Education 0,005 0,004
Age 0,380 0,424
Remuneration 0,689 0,447
Gender 0,172 0,074
Company Size 0,323 0,033
Time in Position 0,400 0,122
State 0,012 0,021

Source: Research Data.
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The result is consistent with the glass ceiling approach in which the variables of gender, 
position, compensation, company size, and time in the position are factors that can determine 
barriers that prevent women from joining the most prestigious careers and achieve remuneration 
consistent with that of men. The graphical representation of the discrimination measures is 
shown in Figure 1, as follows.

Figure 1
Discrimination measures using 2013 base year data.

Source: Research Data.

From figure 1, it can be inferred that the main variables that discriminate the studied group 
are position, time in position, company size, gender, age, and remuneration. Finally, the 
correspondence relationships among variable categories are presented, and Figure 2 shows the 
correspondence distribution of the research categories.

Figure  2
Correspondence distribution of the categories using 2013 base year data.
Source: Research Data.
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The results indicate that the female accounting professional is closer to small and medium-
sized businesses, a shorter time in the company (1 to 3 years), age between 26 and 30 years, in 
the states of Santa Catarina and Rio Grande do Sul, the position of Accounting Assistant, and 
are paid less than R$ 2,000.00 per month. However, the male accounting professional is closer 
to a higher salary (over R$ 8,000.00), a position of Accounting Auditor, a 50-year-old age, and 
a long experience in the position (over five years). The above evidence confirms the findings 
in the chi-square test.

Conclusions

In the context of the observed universe—namely, workers with formal employment links 
in accounting in 2013—it was possible to answer the question to the research problem, noting 
that inequality with regard to gender is part of the daily life of the Accounting professionals. 
Moreover, the results indicate that in the accounting profession, in most cases, the facts are 
not controversial findings of other professional areas highlighted in the review of literature, 
because the occurrence of gender inequalities and the glass ceiling effect were found in 
the accounting profession. The results show that the highest positions in the accounting 
profession—Accounting and Accountant Auditor—are occupied mainly by male professionals. 
This is confirmed when the significant differences between the performance of men and women 
are observed, according to which the operational function and lower hierarchy, namely the 
Accounting Assistant, has a predominance of females.

With regard to education, —although there is statistical significance of 10% for the 
occurrence of differences between the expected and the actual values—the results indicate a 
better symmetry between the level of education for gender, a fact that disqualifies the assumption 
that education could justify wage and occupation differences in management positions between 
gender. Moreover, the results show that among younger professionals, there is a predominance 
of women.

The results suggest that the entry difficulties of women into the accounting profession also 
persist in Brazil, reflecting the findings of Lehman (1992), Runyan et al. (2006), Madero Gómez 
(2010), Bach (2014), and Cisneros (2015). It was also observed that men in the accounting 
profession tend to get higher pay remuneration than women. Furthermore, the results show 
that there is a predominance of men taking accounting profession activities in large businesses, 
while women perform such activities in small and medium size businesses. Also, in most cases, 
men stay in accounting positions in the same company for longer periods of time in relation to 
women.

Furthermore, it is stated that female professionals correspond more closely to the small 
and medium-sized businesses, to shorter work times, to lower age ranges, to the position 
of Accounting Assistant—although they have a similar educational level—and to lower 
remuneration. On the other hand, male professionals correspond more closely to higher salaries, 
a longer stay in the company, and activities in large businesses.

The results may indicate an expansion of the accounting profession, and as if to address 
the gender inequality, the number of women in the profession has increased. The inference of 
Roberts and Coutts (1992) is reflected in the need for a qualified labor force, which caused an 
expansion in the number of job vacancies for women in the accounting profession.

Therefore, it is noted that the survey results show that the accounting profession is also 
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the influence for the glass ceiling corroborating studies of Richardson (1996), Barker and 
Monks (1998), Twomey et al. (2002), Haynes (2008), Abidin et al. (2009) and Bruce-Twum 
(2013), which were carried out at the international level. The results show that the highest 
activities in the accounting profession, such as those of the Accounting Auditor, and those of 
the professional hierarchy command, as those of the Accountant, are in most cases performed 
by male accounting professionals. Observing that the operational and lower positions in the 
hierarchy, such as Accounting Assistant, are usually performed by professionals of both 
genders, confirms the stated facts.

Another highlight in the influence of glass ceiling in the accounting profession is the ratio 
of education between genders. In view of this, it is not surprising that even in the face of 
equivalent training, women in the accounting profession tend to predominantly work in lower 
positions than men. That is, the disclosure is diagnosed by the effects since the imposed barrier 
is invisible in the organizations.

Based on empirical evidence, it is essential to break the invisible barrier that prevents women 
from achieving higher positions within organizations, whether private or governmental. Thus, 
the contribution of this study on the accounting profession is worth noting.

The scarcity of women at the highest levels of the accounting profession is a silent recognition 
of the very existence of glass ceiling against women in the profession, and a reflection of their 
subordinate position in society. It is concluded that the pursuit of gender equality has advanced, 
but there is still much to go in the accounting profession to dismantle patriarchal structures and 
minimize the effect of glass ceiling, supporting the rhetoric of post-feminism exposed by Kelan 
(2008).

Based on the studies by Powell, Baglioli and Dainty (2009), Michelson (2009), England 
(2010), Adams (2010), Crompton and Lyonette (2011) and Walsh (2012), it is generally 
inferred that gender inequality persists in the rise of women to the professional world and that 
this is not a reality particular to the accounting profession, but rather that it corroborates other 
professional realities, even those in the health field which historically has provided greater 
incentives for the rise of women.

It is noteworthy that in the glass ceiling approach, the criteria established by Cotter et 
al. (2001) was used partially to emphasize the influence of the accounting profession, where 
gender inequality was explained by compensation, age, occupation and professional hierarchy 
characteristics, and where inequality is greater at higher levels of the accounting hierarchy. The 
criteria that have not been met were the verification of the increase in inequality throughout a 
career and the chances of career advancement. In order to conduct empirical research focusing 
on the criteria not met, the expansion of different methods and qualitative research and/or case 
studies with direct observations are necessary, enabling advances in the glass ceiling research 
in the accounting profession, particularly in audit firms.

The limitation of this study is the information provided by the RAIS, the delimitation to a 
single region of the country, and the transversal cut. Therefore, future studies following this 
line of research could increase the number of geographic regions and adopt a longitudinal cut, 
which may or may not identify the occurrence of changes through time.
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