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ABSTRACT

This paper discusses the increasing diversity in the accounting profession.  We provide evidence which suggests that ethnic minorities, specifically Asians, have made it through the doors of the accounting profession, but appear to have hit a “bamboo ceiling.”  We discuss several Asian cultural values that are perceived to negatively impact success and how they can be viewed as positive attributes.  Lastly, we describe practical tactics that Asians should follow to increase the probability of success in climbing the corporate ladder and breaking through the “bamboo ceiling.”

INTRODUCTION
The makeup of the accounting profession is rapidly changing.  Current statistics indicate that greater numbers of women and ethnic minorities are filling the accounting workforce than ever before.  According to a recent survey by the AICPA [1], the percentage of female new graduates hired by CPA firms has consistently outpaced their male counterparts in the 21st century.  Additionally, results from the same survey indicate a significant increase in the percentage of accounting degree recipients from non-Caucasian ethnic (racial) backgrounds.  

Although women have made strides to crack the glass ceiling, there is little evidence indicating that ethnic minorities are reaching the corner office at a proportionate rate.  In 2004, the workforce in all CPA firms was comprised of 92% Caucasians and 4% Asian/Pacific Islanders.  However, the partners/owners were comprised of 95% Caucasians and 2% Asian/Pacific Islanders.  This evidence suggests that ethnic minorities, specifically Asians, have made it through the doors of the accounting profession, however, appear to have hit a “bamboo ceiling.”
ASIAN CULTURAL VALUES
While Asians face the same problem as women in terms of being underrepresented in positions of power in public accounting; they also face different hurdles to reach success which may be attributable to deeply ingrained cultural values.  Without question, individual differences do exist within any ethnic group and behaviors are not generalizable to any diverse group of people.  However, prior studies have identified traditional Asian values profoundly impacted by the Chinese philosopher, Confucius.  Five Asian cultural values emphasized in numerous sources include:
· Respect for authority

· Collectivism

· Self-control/restraint

· Humility
· Educational and occupational achievement

Respect for authority begins at a young age, when children are taught to respect adults and to speak softly.  Confucius said, “A young man should serve his parents at home and be respectful to elders outside his home.” This learned behavior transcends to adulthood with deference to anyone in a position of authority.  In the workplace, the supervisor is given respect regardless of competence. 

Collectivism refers to a tendency to place the best interest of the group over that of an individual.  In the workplace, this philosophy translates into group decision-making and consensus building.  Individuals are discouraged from standing out or attracting attention. This same tendency is also tied to deep rooted cultural values of self-control and humility.  While hard work and diligence are encouraged, self promotion is a discouraged behavior.  This attitude may be counterproductive to the climb up the partnership ladder where high profile and visibility are essential to success.

Education is highly revered in the Asian culture.  Holding several higher education degrees is not atypical.  However, achievement is defined as advancing through formal education programs as opposed to hands-on knowledge attained in the workplace. Although knowledge in multiple disciplines is valued by the accounting profession, the emphasis in the 21st century is away from technical skills and towards strategic planning.  
TURNING LIABILITIES INTO ASSETS

The aforementioned cultural values can be perceived as liabilities that negatively impact success.   Each of these values can be viewed as positive attributes as well.  To achieve professional success, individual assessment is necessary to determine the strengths and weaknesses of their cultural values and turn them in a positive direction.  Respect for authority generally results in a strong sense of loyalty.  Loyalty to the firm as well as to the client is a valued asset in public accounting.  
Collectivism and self control are tied to the emphasis on harmony in the Asian culture. The strong desire to avoid conflict translates into an employee that is easy to work with in a collaborative setting.
The Asian culture also values humility as reflected in a famous Asian proverb, “the loudest duck gets shot.”  Although this attribute is counterproductive to individual recognition, the CPA firm may greatly benefit from employing a team player. A strong sense of teamwork often gets the job done, over and above self aggrandizement.  
Finally, the high value placed on education in the Asian culture transcends into the workplace.  The 21st century accountant needs the intellectual skills for critical thinking in order to succeed in the profession.  The educational process should entail the development of creativity, innovation, and out-of-box thinking.  
An individual with an Asian background does not have to become a different person in order to thrive in the public accounting culture.  However, to reach the top, development of cultural competencies is essential.  This process requires identification of skills needed in the workforce that may be outside of the individual’s cultural comfort zone. Each individual must identify their unique needs for development through self-assessment. According to Huyn [2], “Self-awareness is the first and most important step in breaking the bamboo ceiling.”
PRACTICAL TACTICS TO BREAK THE CEILING
Beyond the important issue of self-awareness, there are numerous practical tactics that Asians should pursue early in their career in order to increase the probability of success in the field of accounting.  These include the following:

· Find and maintain mentor relationships
· Build a network
· R&R – Be resilient and be a risk taker

· Identify Asian friendly firms
A mentor is someone who coaches you on office politics, workplace issues, and career building techniques on an ongoing basis.  The goal is to find several mentors not necessarily of Asian descent.  The most important aspect of a quality mentoring relationship is good chemistry.  Seek out people that you respect and that possess qualities that you need to develop yourself.  Be proactive in approaching potential mentors and setting up meetings.   
Networking is a time tested skill necessary to succeed in the American business world.  Asking strangers for help goes against eastern values.  However, networking is an essential aspect of reaching the corner office.  This process may be facilitated through Asian Pacific organizations such as the National Asian American Society of Accountants.  The mission of this organization, founded in 2004, is to help Asian American accountants advance business development opportunities
Career resiliency means the ability to weather enumerable storms over time and bounce back in the face of failure.  Asians need to use their resiliency in overcoming failures as well as false judgments   High profile client assignments carry a certain amount of risk. Yet with that risk, there yields higher reward in promotion and recognition.  
In the search for a best fit employer, due diligence is necessary to determine if the companies walk the talk. Communicate with people in the organization to determine if the company has opportunities for development that lead to inclusive leadership.  Also, it is important to recognize current diversity trends in practice that may affect the Asian’s ability to reach the top. 
CONCLUSION
To maintain their competitive edge, companies need to recognize the importance of managing and promoting a diverse workforce.  Based on the findings in the study by the AICPA, this statement rings loud and clear for CPA firms.  It is up to the partnership to abandon archaic policies about what motivates and retains people and initiate effective practices that fit the reality of their multicultural workforce. By 2050, the prediction is that the majority of Americans will be from non-Caucasian backgrounds. Eventually, corporations will evolve inclusive leadership as a necessity for survival.  In the meantime, individual Asians can be proactive to accelerate the move up the ladder to the partnership rung. 
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