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Abstract 

The accountancy profession recognizes the importance of ethical behaviour in its code of ethics and its 

training. Nevertheless, this code tends to focus on objectivity and independence and there is little discussion 

about integrity. It is believed that the concept of integrity is understood differently by different people, 

particularly in an international context, when it is thought about. This paper is aimed at assessing the 

impact of integrity on the quality of professional accounting services. A survey design approach was 

adopted for the study. A face to face interview method was used in obtaining data from representatives of 

two Accounting firm in Kano metropolis. It was discovered that Some professional accountants do not 

demonstrate integrity in the course of rendering professional accounting services and therefore, it is 

recommended that Professional accountants should not only behave with integrity but be seen to do so. The 

paper recommends that a professional accountant’s advice and work should be uncorrupted by self-interest 

or other financial or behavioural motives and should not be influenced by the interests of other parties. 
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INTRODUCTION  

The accountancy profession in much of the world presents its idea of ethical behavior as comprising five 

fundamental principles, which together form a framework for behaving ethically in the professional and 

business sphere. One of these principles is integrity, which is believed to go beyond mere compliance with 

the law.  

 

The nature of the work carried out by accountants and auditors requires a high level of professional ethics. 

And these ethical standards as advocated by all stakeholders are expected to play out when the accountants 

is rendering professional services. Stakeholders such as the shareholders, potential shareholders, creditors, 

government, employees, competitors, host communities, financial institutions and other users of 

professional accountant’s report rely heavily on the integrity of such professionals hence, they expect that 

the accountant(s) should ethically prepare their reports, as these stakeholders uses these reports to make an 

informed decision about their investment. These stakeholders rely on the opinion of the accountant who 

prepared the statements, as well as the auditors that verified it, to present a true and fair view of the company. 

Therefore, the knowledge of Integrity can help accountants and auditors to overcome ethical dilemmas, 

thereby allowing for the right choice that, although may not benefit the company out-rightly, rather benefit 

the public who relies on the accountant/auditor's report and impact on the quality of the services they render. 

 

Accounting profession exists as a means of public service and has its own ethics. The distinguishing mark 

of the accounting profession is the acceptance of the responsibility to act ethically in public interest beyond 

the compensation/remuneration paid by the client. That is, the accountant is obliged to act in the interest of 

all concerns/stakeholders.  

 

A survey by ‘European Fraud Survey’, Ernst & Young, (2009) confirms that in conditions of economic 
downturn at the moment, there are increased temptations to sacrifice ethical behaviour for short term gain. 

Leadership commitment and tolerance of unethical behaviour are both questioned. However, it is in such 

conditions that the need for ethical behaviour is even greater as trust and confidence are fragile and business 

risk is great.  

 

It is however unfortunate that the ethics of a business has currently been a high profile issue of discussion 

owing to recent corporate scandals rocking many countries and causing extensive damages to their economy 

and society. These corporate scandals which has cause the collapsed of many companies all over the world, 

has question the morality of businessmen in general and accountants in particular. It is argued that the 

accountants have been the main contributors to the decline in ethical standards of a business. This accusation 

can be attributed to the fact that there had been series of accounting scandals that have been widely reported 

upon by the media all over the world. The claims by these accusers‟, result from the facts that different 
scandals from organization to organization that relates to fraudulent practices such as negative creative 

accounting, misleading financial report and analysis, falsification of accounting records and financial 

statements etc., have been orchestrated by these businessmen with the support of the accountants. And all 

these sharp practices by the professional accountant who supposes by law/statute to be a representative of 

all stakeholders have resulted to the collapsed of many companies. 
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The accountancy profession recognizes the importance of ethical behaviour in its codes of ethics and its 

training. Nevertheless, these codes tend to focus on objectivity and independence and there is little 

discussion about integrity. It is believed that the concept is understood differently by different people, 

particularly in an international context, when it is thought about.  

 

This paper seeks to explore the impact of integrity on the quality of professional accounting services in 

Nigeria. The paper also includes a number of practical suggestions as to how integrity is best instilled in 

professional accountants, whether in practice or in business, and embedded in organisations and suggests 

measures that professional accountancy bodies might like to consider to reinforce and support integrity. 

This paper also adds to the limited discussions on integrity as it affects the quality of professional accounting 

services, it notes the importance of integrity to the accountancy profession and of embedding it in the 

organisations in which accountants operate. 

 

2.0 LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Conceptual Framework 

According to Hanekom (1984) the question of ethics is one that is linked with the history of mankind. Ethics 

deals with the character and conduct and morals of human beings. It deals with good or bad, right or wrong 

behaviour; it evaluates conduct against some absolute criteria and puts negative or positive values on it. 

Conversely, Miner (2002) defined ethics as right or wrong actions that stems from the value and expectation 

of society. Furthermore, Mintz and Morris (2007) notes that ethics are acceptable standards of behaviour 

that define how people ought to act (i.e. prescriptive) not how people really act (i.e. descriptive). 

Consequently, a code of ethics outlines a set of fundamental principles. These principles can be used both 

as the basis for operational requirements (things one must do) and operational prohibitions (things one must 

not do). It is founded on a set of core principles or values. Those subject to the code are expected to 

understand, internalize, and apply the examples in situations the code does not specifically address.  

 

Accounting is a profession that rests heavily on the need to exhibit a high sense of accountability and 

stewardship, hence the emphasis that all members be guided by professional code of conduct. (Oraka, &  

Okegbe,  2015).  Oraka and  Okegbe  (2015) provided the fundamental guidelines applicable to all 

accountants. These guidelines include:  

 

Integrity: This is the quality of being honest and having strong moral principles. It implies not merely 

honest but fair dealing and truthfulness. This principle of integrity imposes an obligation on all accountants 

to be straight forward and honest in professional and business relationships. Integrity is described as being 

straightforward and honest in professional and business relationships; fair dealing and truthfulness; not 

being associated with information that contains materially false or misleading statements or information 

furnished recklessly.( Federation of European Accountants, 2009) 

 

Objectivity: The Principle of objectivity imposes the obligation on all professional accountants to be fair 

intellectually honest and free from conflicts. This principle requires four basic needs of credibility, 

professionalism, quality of service and confidence.  
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Professional competence: A professional accountant, in agreeing to provide professional services implies 

that he is competent to perform the service. Accountant should refrain from agreeing to perform 

professional services which they are not competent to carry out unless competent advice and assistance are 

obtained.  

 

Confidentiality: A professional accountant should respect the confidentiality of information acquired 

during the course of performing professional services. They should not use or disclose any such information 

without proper and specific authority. 

 

Independence: Independence means having, a position to take an unbiased viewpoint in the performance 

of professional assignments. Accountants must not only maintain an independent attitude in fulfilling their 

responsibilities, but the users of financial reports must have confidence in that independence.  

 

Technical standards: professional service should be carried out in accordance with the relevant technical 

and professional standards. The services should conform to the technical and professional standards of 

relevant accounting bodies and other legislation. 

 

2.2 Empirical Literature 

Ogbonna & Ebimobowei (2012) evaluated the effect of ethical accounting standards on the quality of 

financial reports of banks in Nigeria, and they came to the conclusion that the analysis of the data showed 

that ethical accounting standards affect the quality of financial reports of banks in Nigeria. Adeyemi & 

Fagbemi (2011) concluded that there is the need for the profession to direct its efforts towards shaping the 

views of new entrants to the profession. This can be achieved through sound ethical training as results from 

the study suggested that this is an important step towards restoring the integrity of financial reporting 

process. Adherence and enforcement of high ethical standard for members of the profession will go a long 

way in maintaining diligence in the way members of the profession carry out their duties. Ajibolade (2008) 

in the study "a survey of the perception of ethical behaviour of future Nigerian accounting professionals", 

indicated that future professional accountants should be properly groomed in ethical standards which is 

normal for professional growth and improvement of services delivery in financial reporting and auditing in 

order to maintain the respectability of the profession. Bakre (2007) is of the view that accountants, auditors, 

and the accounting professional bodies in Nigeria for extremely poor level of integrity observed. The study 

also revealed that there were no significant differences in the perceptions of respondent groups on the need 

for auditors to abide by high ethical standard and the need to shape the views of new entrants to the 

profession. 

 

The study conducted by Al-Qashi (2005) pointed out that the fall of Enron Company and its Auditors, 

Arthur Anderson Company, was not due to the insufficient prevailing international accounting standards or 

the auditing standards, but the ethics of the profession itself. Enron did not adhere to the measurement 

mechanisms and related disclosure of specified targets companies, combined with the collusion with its 

auditors, Arthur Anderson, by not reporting that and made clear reports. The verification revealed that 

Arthur Anderson used to carry out double works; the external auditor of Enron and its financial consultant. 

Furthermore, the auditors, Arthur Anderson, represent the Internal Control department of the company; i.e. 
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the auditors were mere employees, not independent, for Enron Co. leading them to follow such unethical 

conduct.  

 

The study conducted by (Abu Hein , 2005) indicates that the commitment of the auditors to the well-known 

auditing standards, and the rules of professional conduct, with the expertise and academically qualified 

personnel effect positively the quality of auditing. The Auditors Offices adoption of the quality control 

criteria and maintaining their independence entity of the auditor lead to the improvement of the services 

provided by the auditors.  

 

2.3 Theoretical Review 

2.3.1 Kant's Theory and responsible accountability 

The Kantian idea of moral responsibility also stems from the conception of person as a moral agent. A 

moral agent or person is not only rational or capable of rational choice, but is one whose action is informed 

by a sense of duty (Ellington 1994). The sense of duty is codified in universal law principles, which Kant 

referred to as categorical imperatives (Gomez 2002). Therefore, a responsible or right action is not 

necessarily one that maximizes utility, but one that follows moral principles, which are capable of becoming 

universal moral laws (Cohen & Pant 1991). Ellington (1994) acknowledged that actions resulting from 

desires cannot be free. Freedom is to be found only in rational action. Moreover, whatever is demanded by 

reason must be demanded of all rational beings; hence, rational action cannot be based on a single 

individual's personal desires, but must be action in accordance with something that he can will to be a 

universal law (Fatt 1995). Kant's most distinctive contribution to ethics was his insistence that our actions 

possess moral worth only when we do our duty for its own sake. Based on the assertion of this theory, 

demonstration of integrity in professional engagement is imperative for accountants as he is expected to act 

in public interest rather than self-gratification. The theory is found worthy of underpinning the study. 

 

2.3.2 Theory of Virtue ethics 

Virtue ethics, Approach to ethics that takes the notion of virtue (often conceived as excellence) as 

fundamental. Virtue ethics is primarily concerned with traits of character that are essential to human 

flourishing, not with the enumeration of duties. It falls somewhat outside the 

traditional dichotomy between deontological ethics and consequentialism: It agrees with consequentialism 

that the criterion of an action’s being morally right or wrong lies in its relation to an end that 

has intrinsic value, but more closely resembles deontological ethics in its view that morally right actions 

are constitutive of the end itself and not mere instrumental means to the end. (Brain, 2017) 

 

3.0 METHODOLOGY 

The research design for the study is the survey research design. It is employed when the researcher is 

concerned about exploratory analysis of responses and perceptions and as such it is used extensively to 

collect information on numerous subjects of research especially with regards to primary data studies. A 

semi structured interview was utilized as the research instrument to obtain the necessary primary data. Two 

Audit firm within Kano metropolis were selected (PKF Chartered Accountants and Umar Yerima & Co). 

The choice of this group is because they are expected to be knowledgeable about the subject of this research. 
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Primary data was used for the purpose of this research. Interpretative analysis was use to analyze the 

responses of the participants. 

 

4.0 Responses of Participants 

The aim of this research is to elicit the impact of integrity on the quality of professional accounting service. 

The research is based on semi-structured interviews with representatives of two Accounting firms. In this 

chapter the responses to the semi-structured questions asked in the interviews were noted. The researcher 

works through the interview questions in a systematic way by first presenting the interview questions and 

following them by a discussion of the responses from the respondents. The discussion of the individual 

responses includes quotations from the interview data and limited references to the literature review in order 

to substantiate the points being made. It is followed by specific findings that emanate from the responses to 

the interviews. In the final discussion of this section, the researcher attempts to summarize the overall 

findings from these interviews. 

 

The following questions were raised to the respondents and the preceding responses were given. 

Q1. In your opinion, what are the factors that determines quality of professional accounting services? 

The firms responded that Firm size, technical skills and competence, Independence and integrity of the 

professional and reputation of the firm are the factors that determines the quality of accounting services. 

Q2. What role does integrity plays in the quality of professional accounting services? 

Integrity is a key element of what accounting profession considers appropriate ethical behavior. In 

professional and/or business relationships, integrity is a much sought after trait. But it is more than just 

consistency of character.  

Q3. From your experience, what will be your rating on a scale of 10 about the level of integrity 

demonstrated by professional accountants? 

On a general note the level of integrity exhibited by professional accountants is far below average. 40% 

will be considered the rating.  

Q4. How do you think the high level of integrity exhibited by professional accountants can be sustained? 

Practice monitoring done by professional accounting bodies like ICAN to ensure compliance. 

Encouragement of joint Audit between small accounting firms and Big four accounting firm. 

 

4.1 Discussion of Responses 

Acting with integrity means we adhere strongly to a code of ethics, so it implies trustworthiness and 

incorruptibility. Being a professional of integrity means consistently striving to be the best person you can 

be in all your interactions with others. It means you practice what you preach, walk the talk, and do what 

you believe is right based upon reason. Integrity in accounting profession brings many advantages, not the 

least of which is that it is a critical factor in allowing business and society to function properly. 

 

Successful corporate leaders and the companies they represent will take pride in their enterprise if they 

engage in business with honesty and fair play. To treat customers, clients, employees, and all those affected 

by a firm with dignity and respect is ethical. In addition, laudable business practices serve the long-term 

interests of corporations. An accountant that demonstrate high level of integrity in his professional service 

is tantamount to produce a high level of service free of bias and other professional ingenuity.  
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The massive public opinion backlash experienced by politically implicated persons in the accounting 

profession, demonstrates the risk of reputational damage when the fundamental principles such as Integrity 

guiding professionals in the accounting sector fall by the wayside. When these fundamental principle of 

integrity is violated through the conduct of professional accountants, then questions are raised about the 

value and quality of the work they have performed. Objectivity requires a critical independent mind by 

professional accountants when carrying out their duties and responsibilities. In the realm of professional 

accountants, the highest form of assurance is "audit assurance" to the users who rely on the information 

presented in the financial statements. 

 

5.0 CONCLUSION 

5.1 Findings 

The findings of this paper is summarized below: 

Some professional accountants do not demonstrate integrity in the course of rendering professional 

accounting services. This was deduced from the review of relevant literatures and responses from 

participants. The case of Enron collapse is a clear cut manifestation of the resultant effect of dishonesty by 

professional accountants. Some client do provide misleading or obscure information to accountant in the 

course of his assignment. 

 

Organizations and firms in which professional accountants work have a great role to play in installing 

integrity in the profession. This can be demonstrated by articulating integrity in the corporate code of ethics 

and strict monitoring for compliance by staff members Professional accounting bodies have a more serious 

role to play in ensuring compliance with professional ethical codes of conduct.  

 

5.1 Recommendation 

The following recommendations were made amidst the above findings: 

Professional accountants should not only behave with integrity but be seen to do so. That is, facts and 

circumstances should be avoided where a reasonable and informed third party would question the 

professional accountant’s integrity. It follows from the above that a professional accountant’s advice and 
work should be uncorrupted by self-interest or other financial or behavioural motives and should not be 

influenced by the interests of other parties. 

 

Professional accountants should not be associated with reports, returns, communications or other 

information where they believe that the information: Contains a materially false or misleading statement; 

Contains statements or information furnished recklessly; or  Omits or obscures information required to be 

included where such omission or obscurity would be misleading. 

 

The culture of an organisation has an impact on the way individuals behave within it. It is much easier to 

behave with integrity if surrounded by a framework that encourages such behaviour. A code of conduct is 

often a key component of such a framework, if designed and applied properly: Most auditors and other 

professional accountants work in organisations of some kind. It follows that individual professional 
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integrity and organisational integrity are linked and that the organisational culture is key to the achievement 

of integrity within the profession. 

 

REFERENCES 

Abu-Hein H. (2005), The factors that impact the auditing quality in view of certified auditors in Palestine, 

unpublished Master thesis, Islamic University, Ghaza, Palestine.  
 

Adeyemi, S. B., & Fagbemi, T.O. (2011). The perception of ethics in auditing profession in Nigeria. Journal 

of Accounting and Taxation. 5(7), 146-157.  
 

Ajibolade, S. O. (2008). A survey of the perception of ethical behaviour of future Nigerian accounting 

professionals. The Nigerian Accountant. 43(3), 54-59.  
 

Al-Qashi, Z. (2005). The collapse of some international companies and their impact on the accounting 

environment. Arab Journal of Administration, the Arab Organization for Administration 25(2).  
 

Bakre, O. M. (2007). The unethical practices of accountants and auditors and the compromising stance of 

professional bodies in the corporate world: evidence from Nigeria. Accounting Forum, 31, 277-303.  
 

Brian, D. (2017).Virtue ethics: Moral Philosophy. Encyclopaedia Britannica 
 

Cohen, J., R., & Pant, L., W., (1991). ‘’Beyond bean counting: Establishing high ethical standards in the 
public accounting profession”. Journal of Business Ethics, 10(1),45-56. 
 

Fatt, J. P. T. (1995). “Ethics and the accountant”. Journal of Business Ethics, 14(12) 
 

Federation of European Accountants (2009). Integrity in Professional Ethics. A Discussion Paper 
 

Gomez, R., (1999), A Primer on Business Ethics: What’s Right and Wrong in Business?, 2nd Ed, Sinagtala 

Publishers, Manilla. 
 

Hanekom, S. (1984) "Ethics in the south african public sector". Politeia, (3)2. 
 

Miner, K. (2002). Business ethics: a sustainable approach. Business Ethics: A European Review, (11)137-

139. 
 

Mintz, S. M. & Morris, R. E. (2007). Ethical obligations and decision making in accounting: Text and cases. 

NY: McGraw-Hill Irwin. 
 

Ogbonna, G.O.,& Ebimobowei, A. (2012). Effect of ethical accounting standards on the quality of financial 

reports of banks in Nigeria, Current Research Journal of Social Sciences. 4(1), 69-78.  
 

Oraka, A. O. &  Okegbe, T. O. (2015).  The Impact of Professional Accounting Ethics in Quality Assurance 

in Audit.  International Journal of Academic Research in Business and Social Sciences.  5(8), 64-78. 
 

Polo, L., (2008), Ethics: A modern Version of Its Classic Themes, Sinag-tala Publishers, Makati City, 

Philippines. 


