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A B S T R A C T

Tax practitioners are uniquely placed to influence the tax compliance behavior of their clients. While credited 
with assisting clients in meeting their various payment and filing responsibilities, they also often stand accused of 
undermining the integrity of tax systems by designing highly contrived structures that allow their clients to avoid 
taxation. When strictly legal, this activity is still frequently labelled as unethical by governments and civil so-
ciety. Moreover, some accounting firms have been prosecuted for not complying with tax legislation. This study 
seeks potential remedies for this concern by drawing on the concept of employee voice to examine the factors 
that influence tax practitioners from speaking up when they encounter unethical behavior at work. Interviews 
were conducted with Irish tax practitioners across all levels of seniority in Big 4 accounting firms. The findings 
reveal that the voice decision in tax is the product of powerful professional level factors and, to a lesser extent, a 
series of organizational level ones. We conclude that professional bodies, as well as management at the Big 4 
firms themselves, need to take steps to re-emphasize to their members the importance of always reporting 
suspected unethical behavior in the workplace.

1. Introduction

Tax income is critically important to a functioning economy. Tax 
systems fund public services, facilitate income redistribution, and in-
fluence taxpayer behavior, thereby making tax a powerful fiscal tool for 
governments. With tax legislation and regulations becoming increas-
ingly complex, many taxpayers now rely on the expertise of tax practi-
tioners to assist them in navigating their compliance journey. Advances 
in technology, a renewed focus on taxpayer compliance by tax author-
ities, and the ever-increasing need for many taxpayers to keep abreast of 
international tax affairs has further reinforced the significant role of tax 
practitioners (Doyle et al., 2009, 2020; Cheng et al., 2021). Through 
their recommendations to their clients, tax practitioners are in a unique 
position to influence the amount of tax paid into tax systems, making 
them worthy of focused academic research (Frecknall-Hughes et al., 
2017; Doyle, 2022).

As a self-regulated profession, there is usually a public expectation 
that tax practitioners adhere to the highest ethical standards in the 
performance of their duties. However, there is a growing concern 
regarding the ethical behavior of tax practitioners (Christensen, 2016; 
Doyle, 2022). One often-cited case of unethical behavior involved tax 
practitioners working for KPMG being aware that their firm was 
engaging in unethical practices, while knowingly proceeding to prepare 
and file false tax returns on behalf of clients (Parker, 2005; Browning & 
Moynihan, 2006). Those involved took steps to conceal their efforts, 
including the preparation of false documentation, from the United States 
(US) tax authorities in order to avoid paying US$2.5 billion to the US 
government. KPMG was fined $456 million for their actions (Sikka, 
2013).

This case occurred some years ago. Nevertheless, the factors that 
might facilitate or inhibit tax practitioners from speaking up and 
objecting to unethical practices have not yet been sufficiently examined
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in the academic literature. In the context of the significant role played by 
tax practitioners in the tax system, it is vital that we understand the 
organizational practices that encourage or discourage these employees 
from speaking up when they encounter suspected unethical behavior at 
work.

To help address this gap, we draw on the organizational behavior 
(OB) concept of employee voice to shed light on tax practitioners’ voice 
in the face of unethical practices. Wilkinson et al. (2014, p. 5) define 
employee voice as: “opportunities for employees to have a say and poten-
tially influence organizational affairs relating to issues that affect their work 
and the interests of managers and owners”.

The aim of our qualitative exploratory inductive study is to examine 
the facilitators and inhibitors of employee voice behavior in unethical 
situations in tax practice. We build on work conducted by McCarthy 
et al. (2025) in seeking to address significant gaps within employee 
voice research. McCarthy et al. (2025) drew on industrial relations (IR) 
voice concepts to explore the depth and breadth of employee voice 
mechanisms in Big 4 accounting firms. By specifically seeking to identify 
the weaknesses in employee voice mechanisms in Big 4 firms, those 
authors sought to identify ways of strengthening employee voice overall. 
McCarthy et al. (2025) answered calls within the IR field for more 
research into how employees speak up in general in non-unionized 
settings, like accounting firms. Our paper draws on a different voice 
literature, OB, using it to explore voice behavior when addressing a 
specific issue.

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with tax practitioners 
working in the Irish offices of Deloitte, EY, KPMG, and PwC, the so-
called ‘Big 4′ accounting firms. The Big 4 dominate the tax and ac-
counting professions worldwide, making them appropriate sites to 
examine tax practitioners’ attitudes to speaking up on unethical prac-
tices. Detailed analysis of interviewees’ responses using qualitative 
methods led to the development of themes which were then compared 
with existing voice literature.

The paper makes several significant contributions. First, in the wake 
of financial scandals such as Enron and Worldcom, much of the research 
into speaking up in the context of unethical conduct in business focused 
on the accounting profession, particularly on external whistleblowing, 
which is just one kind of voice behavior (see, for example, Jubb, 2000; 
Wainberg & Perreault, 2016; Tuan Mansor et al., 2020). Much of this 
research also focused on the behavior of either trainees and those still in 
the early years of their careers (see, for example, Brennan & Kelly, 2007) 
or those in more senior positions such as partners (see, for example, 
Feller & Schanz, 2017; Mayer & Gendron, 2024), with few studies 
examining attitudes from both perspectives. Furthermore, while ethics 
has long been an area of interest within the tax field, it has tended to 
focus on the ethical reasoning of tax practitioners (see, for example, 
Doyle et al., 2013, 2014, 2022), with limited empirical examination of 
what might influence tax employees to voice or remain silent when 
faced with suspected unethical behavior at work. This study seeks to 
address these gaps.

Second, while academic interest in employee voice has grown in 
recent years (Wilkinson & Fay, 2011; Morrison, 2014; Wilkinson et al., 
2014; Mowbray et al., 2015; Nechanska et al., 2020), much of this has 
focused on employees in traditional manufacturing (and predominantly 
unionized) workplace settings. Limited attention has been paid to the 
voice experiences of employees in highly skilled professions, such as tax 
(McCarthy et al., 2025). Furthermore, given the ‘silo-ed’ nature of 
literature in the tax and employee voice domains, employee voice re-
mains underexplored in the former, while unethical behavior remains 
underexplored in the latter. Morrison (2023, p. 100) specifically calling 
for greater “focus on voice research to include speaking (or not) when it 
comes to ethical issues”. This study answers this call.

Finally, this study makes a significant theoretical contribution by 
developing a theoretical framework of voice in unethical situations. We 
draw upon insights from OB voice research to reveal the facilitators and 
inhibitors, as well as the most prominent types of voice and silence, in

Big 4 tax practice. We also extend this research by revealing the sig-
nificant influence of two professional level voice facilitators (namely, 
professional commitment and professional reputation) and one professional 
level voice inhibitor (specialized knowledge), in the decision to speak up 
or remain silent about suspected unethical behavior in this underex-
plored, non-unionized, and professional workplace setting.

In the next two sections, we delve further into the literature, 
beginning with a discussion of ethics in tax practice to provide a 
contextual background. We then explain the meaning of ‘employee 
voice’ and the related concept of ‘employee silence.’ This section will 
also outline the main types of voice and silence, as defined within OB 
voice literature, as well as the key antecedents motivating both behav-
iors. The qualitative methodological design is presented in Section 5, 
followed by the findings. These will then be discussed relative to the 
extant voice literature. The paper will then provide conclusions and 
identify areas of further research.

2. Ethics and the tax practitioner

Frecknall-Hughes et al. (2023, p. 3) define a tax practitioner as “an 
individual or member of a firm employed, usually for a fee, to provide 
assistance with taxation issues”. Therefore, at a basic level the role of the 
tax practitioner is to assist taxpayers to comply with tax legislation. Most 
tax practitioners work for accounting firms rather than as sole practi-
tioners, but often in separate tax departments within the firms (Doyle 
et al., 2014). From a traditional perspective, the tax practitioner’s role is 
to be the client’s advocate who acts as an intermediary between the 
client and the relevant tax authorities in seeking to minimize the client’s 
tax liability (Yetmar & Eastman, 2000). Therefore, tax practitioners are 
vital actors in the tax compliance process, as they directly influence 
taxpayer actions and, consequently, their tax payments (Doyle et al., 
2009, 2014; Frecknall-Hughes et al., 2017; Christensen & Seabrooke, 
2020; Doyle, 2022). However, tax practitioners are often perceived as 
the architects of contrived structures associated with what revenue au-
thorities may deem ‘unacceptable’ or ‘aggressive’ tax avoidance. Tax 
practitioners can help achieve strict conformity with the letter of tax law 
while undermining its often unarticulated ‘spirit,’ that is, the intended 
policy objective underlying the legislative provision (Christensen & 
Seabrooke, 2020).

Apart from the uncertainty about where the line should be drawn to 
distinguish between acceptable tax planning and unacceptable tax 
avoidance (which is often where the attention on ethics in tax practice is 
most focused), the tax practice environment itself can be complex to 
navigate from an ethical perspective. First, the profession itself is highly 
fragmented (Frecknall-Hughes & Kirchler, 2015). Tax advice can be 
given by a broad range of professionals, including accountants, lawyers, 
barristers, employees of the tax authorities, and tax experts working in 
industry (Doyle et al., 2009). Membership across a plethora of different 
professional institutions (or none) may result in ethical issues as each 
institute has its own distinct code of conduct or practice.

Second, the range of issues that tax practitioners advise on and the 
environment in which they work also fosters ethical and risk manage-
ment tensions (Doyle et al., 2009, 2020). Tax legislation is complex, 
involving things such as technical legislation, case law, and guidance 
notes issued by tax authorities that are usually revised and updated on a 
regular basis (Doyle et al., 2009). The annual government budget or a 
new tax provision creates risk for tax professionals in terms of inter-
preting and advising their clients correctly in relation to same. Tax 
legislation can also be ambiguous, thereby leading to a range of possible 
interpretations and courses of action being open to tax practitioners 
when advising their clients. Faced with ambiguity in tax legislation, tax 
practitioners may encounter ethical challenges in selecting the ‘right’ 
course of action (Hume et al., 1999).

Third, tax professionals differ from their counterparts in other pro-
fessions in that they have responsibilities to a range of different stake-
holders in performing their professional duties. Besides their clients and
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the tax authorities, tax professionals have responsibilities towards other 
professional advisors, colleagues within their employer organization, 
and any professional body with which they are affiliated (Doyle et al., 
2009). Practitioners working in tax positions within private companies 
may also have to consider other stakeholders, including shareholders, 
customers, suppliers, regulatory authorities, and trade unions. Ethical 
challenges may result from the difficulty in satisfying simultaneously 
these various parties who may often have contradictory demands 
(Frecknall-Hughes et al., 2017). Furthermore, tax practitioners operate 
in an environment which is often the subject of intense public scrutiny, 
especially in the aftermath of high-profile financial scandals (Scannell, 
2005; Sikka, 2013). They operate in a highly competitive business 
environment in that tax practitioners are under constant pressure to 
retain old clients as well as attract new ones. Clients with an appetite for 
aggressive, or even non-compliant, tax behavior may put pressure on 
their tax advisor (Cruz et al., 2000). The magnitude of the money 
involved in many of the transactions on which tax practitioners advise is 
often significant, consequently increasing the pressure (Doyle et al., 
2009). Not only do tax practitioners face such direct challenges and 
pressures, but many also consider tax to be a stressful career. This can 
lead to less-than-optimal conduct, including unethical actions (Yetmar
& Eastman, 2000). All these issues result in tax practitioners working in 
an environment that, from an ethical perspective, can be difficult to 
navigate.

3. Employee voice and silence

The economist Albert Otto Hirschman’s (1970, p. 30) seminal 
conception of voice positioned it as a means for people either individ-
ually or collectively to change an “objectionable state of affairs”. The 
meaning of voice in the workplace has evolved in the decades since then, 
particularly within an OB context which has significantly shifted away 
from Hirschman’s framing as a grievance-airing behavior and towards a 
largely ‘extra-role’, informal, and discretionary behavior on the part of 
employees that is outside their contractual obligations (Morrison & 
Phelps, 1999). Voice is now seen within OB as improvement-oriented 
behavior that is motivated by a common desire between management 
and employees to enhance the economic performance and effectiveness 
of the organization (Van Dyne & LePine, 1998; Detert et al., 2013; Fast 
et al., 2014). Although retaining Hirschman’s (1970) view of voice as a 
means of challenging the status quo, voice is not seen in OB as either a 
challenge to managerial control or the expression of employee griev-
ances (Morrison, 2014; Nechanska et al., 2020). On the contrary, and 
reflecting a predominantly managerialist perspective, voice is viewed as 
the means through which employees share their ideas with management 
for the benefit of their organizations (Van Dyne & LePine, 1998). Simply 
put, both the employee and employer are assumed to want to actively 
engage with one another, work together, and share information. 

Further developments in our understanding of voice behavior come 
from OB’s explorations of the related concept of silence. For example, 
Pinder and Harlos (2001) identify two main types of silence behavior, 
namely ‘acquiescent’ and ‘quiescent’. Acquiescent refers to the with-
holding of ideas, suggestions, and concerns by employees resulting from 

disengagement or resignation to the fact that they cannot alter a situa-
tion. This may be because they feel the information would not be valued 
by those in management (Morrison & Milliken, 2000), lack the energy to 
actively participate (Ashford et al., 1998) or have an overriding sense 
that it would be futile to voice (Milliken et al., 2003). Quiescent silence 
is a form of self-protective behavior that is motivated by the fear of 
potential consequences for oneself. Unlike acquiescent silence, which is 
more passive in nature, quiescent silence signals a much more proactive 
behavior on the part of the prospective speaker in that it involves the 
deliberate withholding of input. Developing Pinder and Harlos’ (2001) 
definitions further, Van Dyne et al. (2003) usefully classify three discrete 
types of silence (as well as voice) behavior, motivated by resignation 
(acquiescent), self-protective behavior based on fear of negative

consequences (defensive), and other-oriented behavior based on co-
operation (prosocial).

In more recent years, voice research has turned its attention to the 
reasons why employees engage in or avoid voice, with a significant focus 
on organizational factors. Research has pointed to their perceived level 
of influence and seniority within the organization as well as the 
perceived receptiveness of the voice target when assessing how effective 
their voice will be (Botero & Van Dyne, 2009). To that end, research has 
found that employee voice is more likely to occur where employees: 1) 
perceive their supervisors to be fair, open, and empathetic (Milliken 
et al., 2003; Detert & Burris, 2007; Detert & Trevino, 2010), 2) have 
positive and supportive relationships with the supervisors (Burris et al., 
2008; Van Dyne et al., 2008; Botero & Van Dyne, 2009), 3) see their 
supervisors as transformational leaders (Detert & Burris, 2007; Liu et al., 
2010), and 4) have seen a past willingness by their supervisors to act 
upon employee voice (Tangirala & Ramanujam, 2012; Fast et al., 2014). 
Moreover, Liu et al. (2013) found that employees perceiving that their 
supervisors hold strong relationships with influential individuals in 
higher managerial positions can further reinforce beliefs that their input 
will be taken seriously. On the other hand, supervisors with a more 
abusive style of leadership can have the opposite effect by causing 
doubts about how effective speaking up will be, which could ultimately 
result in employee silence.

Indeed, an overriding sense of futility, fueled by a sense of hope-
lessness and powerlessness within the organization, has been found to be 
a key inhibitor of employee voice behavior (see, for example, Tangirala
& Ramanujam, 2012). Speaking up to one’s superiors is an innately 
challenging act that often carries significant personal risk for the pro-
spective speaker (Morrison & Milliken, 2000; Van Dyne et al., 2003; 
Morrison, 2014). Therefore, it is unsurprising to find that one of the most 
cited reasons for failing to speak up is the fear of damaging one’s ‘image’ 
in the workplace (Dutton et al., 1997; Ashford et al., 1998; Milliken 
et al., 2003). By speaking up at work to highlight a problem or to 
challenge a particular decision or practice, the employee risks being 
labelled a troublemaker, being seen in an unfavorable light by col-
leagues and management, receiving a poor performance review, and the 
possibility of even being fired (Ashford et al., 1998; Milliken et al., 
2003). Milliken et al. (2003) suggest that those who are younger and less 
experienced are most likely to associate such negative outcomes with 
speaking up, largely due to their lower rank and position within the 
organization. In addition, those in management may not be receptive to 
employee voice. They could respond in a defensive and even hostile 
manner, especially where that voice is perceived as a criticism of past 
decisions or leadership style (Morrison, 2014). Mindful that speaking up 
could damage one’s image as well as important workplace relationships, 
it follows that employees may choose to remain silent rather than speak 
up, especially when working within a hierarchy (Ashford et al., 1998; 
Pinder & Harlos, 2001; Milliken et al, 2003).

In addition to efficacy, safety has long been seen as a key determi-
nant of voice behavior (Ashford et al., 1998; Morrison & Milliken, 2000; 
Detert & Burris, 2007). Where employees feel a sense of ‘psychological 
safety’, that is when they perceive a safe climate in which to speak up 
(Dutton et al., 1997; Ashford et al., 1998; Milliken et al., 2003; Liang 
et al., 2012; Edmondson & Lei, 2014), they can feel free to express 
themselves without fear, shame, or embarrassment. Employees ‘read the 
wind’ as to how their input will be received. Where top management is 
perceived to be open to input from below and the wider organizational 
culture is seen as supportive of suggestions from employees, this sends a 
strong signal to the prospective speaker that the environment for 
employee voice is favorable. Conversely, where the employee perceives 
that the voice climate is unsupportive of employee voice and concludes 
that speaking up is too risky, they are more likely to remain silent 
(Detert & Burris, 2007; Detert & Trevino, 2010; Liang et al., 2012). 
Management plays a key role in the creation of this perception. To that 
end, Morrison and Milliken (2000, p. 714) propose that contextual 
factors present within an organization can often result in the creation of
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a systematic “climate of silence” in an organization, whereby employees 
come to understand that voice is not appreciated, warranted, or an 
acceptable way to behave.

4. Research focus

Our qualitative exploratory inductive study examines the facilitators 
and inhibitors of employee voice behavior in unethical situations in tax 
practice. More specifically, this study is primarily concerned with those 
speaking up internally within the firm to management and how man-
agement might respond to them. Tax practitioners also have duties to tax 
authorities and, critically, to the wider public interest. These stake-
holders may benefit from tax practitioners speaking up and, by exten-
sion, may suffer from them choosing to remain silent about unethical 
behavior at work. As a first step in understanding the voice decision in 
tax, we must understand why these elite professionals speak up inter-
nally (or, perhaps more importantly, remain silent) when they perceive 
unethical behavior in a work environment characterized by these 
sometimes-competing stakeholder interests. To the best of our knowl-
edge, no previous study examines the propensity for tax practitioners to 
speak up in the face of ethical issues within their firms. This lacuna 
motivates this study.

Based on the literature discussed in Section 3, we surmise that em-
ployees are more likely to speak up when working in organizations 
where they feel psychologically safe, having supportive supervisors who 
are open to voice, and holding good relationships with influential 
managers. In contrast, we might expect that employees are less likely to 
speak up when they work in unsupportive climates, are subject to 
abusive leadership styles, and feel a sense of powerlessness because they 
lack seniority or fear the negative consequences of voice. Morrison 
(2023) points out that speaking up about ethical issues is particularly 
risky for employees and consequently may present us with unique an-
tecedents and outcomes so far not identified in voice research. To that 
end, while employees positively disposed towards their employers may 
be more likely to voice in relation to constructive ideas (Morrison, 
2014), they may be less likely to voice in relation to unethical behavior 
(Morrison, 2023). Furthermore, it is possible that managers may be 
considerably less receptive to employee reports of unethical conduct 
than constructive suggestions, forcing individual employees to be more 
persistent or to voice as a collective (Morrison, 2023). These are spec-
ulations. Given the neglect of ethical issues in research on employee 
voice, this paper inductively explores the experiences and views of 
employees at all levels in Big 4 firms on both the propensity of em-
ployees to use voice and the receptiveness of management when em-
ployees use voice. To that end, this paper seeks to answer the question: 
what are the facilitators and inhibitors of employee voice in unethical 
situations in tax?

5. Methodology

The findings are based on a qualitative, inductive research design. 
Following university research ethics approval, semi-structured in-
terviews were conducted between July 2020 and January 2021 with tax 
practitioners working in Big 4 accounting firms in Ireland. Semi-
structured interviews afford the researcher the opportunity to ‘probe’ 
participants’ responses and to ask them to provide deeper explanations 
or clarifications (Saunders et al., 2019). Going beyond the typical semi-
structured interview format, each participant was presented with a hy-
pothetical ethical scenario or ‘vignette’ representing a case of unethical 
behavior. The wording of the scenario is presented below:

“You become aware that your organization has been involved in the 
preparation of false or misleading records, for example, assisting a client 
in the under-declaration of income in this year’s tax return. What action 
would you take?”

Interviewees were not asked to consider whether the scenario was 
ethical or not. Instead, reflecting the research aim outlined earlier, the 
scenario was drafted with a view to understanding what might motivate 
them to voice or cause them to remain silent about clearly observed 
unethical behavior in the workplace. In responding to calls from writers 
such as Burris et al. (2013) for more voice research from both the 
employee and managerial perspective, the scenario was tailored to 
reflect each participant’s level in the hierarchical structure. Thus, while 
junior level participants were asked what action they would take if faced 
with the scenario, partners were asked their prospective response to 
their employees speaking up on an unethical scenario. This approach to 
altering the line of questioning depending on the level of respondent’s 
seniority is consistent with Donovan et al. (2016) and McCarthy et al. 
(2025). Due to their intermediate positions in the hierarchical structure, 
the participation of middle/senior management presented the re-
searchers with an opportunity to explore voice in their dual roles as 
employees and managers of more junior staff. Accordingly, the middle/ 
senior management participants were first asked what action they would 
take as employees in response to the situation, before being asked how 
they would respond should one of their own staff speak up to them. This 
also answers Mowbray’s (2018) call for greater research into middle 
management employees as voicers.

The use of scenarios (or ‘vignettes’) in business ethics research is a 
commonly used methodological tool (Dickel & Graeff, 2018; Doyle et al., 
2013, 2022). Alexander and Becker (1978, p. 94) define them as “short 
descriptions of a person or a social situation which contain precise references 
to what are thought to be the most important factors on the decision-making 
or judgement-making processes of respondents.” Scenarios give researchers 
the opportunity to frame a research question in a way that reflects a real-
world situation for the participant, while also helping to mitigate against 
bias resulting from participants being asked to reflect on their own past 
and potentially sensitive experiences.

The interview protocol we used was developed by drawing on the OB 
voice literature as well as the extant research into unethical behavior in 
tax. During the development of the protocol, the researchers conducted 
pilot interviews with a small number of tax practitioners working at 
various levels of seniority in non-Big 4 accounting firms. Based on the 
responses received, adjustments were made to the interview protocol. 
For example, an earlier version of the protocol contained a much more 
complex hypothetical situation. This proved quite difficult for some of 
the most junior level participants to understand, largely owing to their 
limited experience of working in tax. Therefore, the scenario was 
simplified to better accommodate the broadest range of experience 
levels possible and present a more ‘real-world’ situation. The findings 
from these pilot interviews are not included in the results of our study. 

Consistent with other studies (Lavelle et al., 2010), a list of potential 
candidates for interview was developed drawing on the researchers’ 
extensive networks of contacts working for Big 4 firms. A total of 39 
interviews were secured with tax practitioners. Of the 39 interviews 
conducted, 18 were with junior level employees, 11 were with middle/ 
senior management employees, and 10 were with partners. Partners, 
unlike other Big 4 employees, have voting rights and a share of the 
annual profits in Big 4 firms. All the interviewees were Irish and 
Caucasian. Two-thirds (18) were men and one-third (13) were women. 
This balance is reflective of male dominance in the wider accounting 
profession generally in Ireland (Irish Auditing and Accounting Super-
visory Authority (IAASA), 2021) and beyond. Data on the ethnicity 
profile of the profession in Ireland is not available. Demographic data, 
including the average tenure per organizational level of the in-
terviewees, is set out in Table 1.

As the interviews were conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
the health restrictions prevailing in Ireland at the time meant that in-
person interviews were not possible. Accordingly, the interviews were 
conducted online, lasted approximately one hour on average, and were
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recorded and transcribed. Braun and Clarke’s (2020) 6-stage reflective 
thematic analysis was used to analyze the transcripts. Reflexive thematic 
analysis can be used inductively. On the basis that one “cannot enter a 
theoretical vacuum when doing TA (i.e. thematic analysis),” Braun and 
Clarke (2020, p. 4) position the analysis as being “grounded in” the data 
rather than reflecting “pure induction”. Reflexive thematic analysis re-
quires the researcher to label or ‘code’ the data with a view to identi-
fying themes or patterns and provides the researcher with six steps or 
‘phases’ for analysis as follows: “1) data familiarization and writing 
familiarization notes; 2) systematic data coding; 3) generating initial themes 
from coded and collated data; 4) developing and reviewing themes; 5) 
refining, defining and naming themes; and 6) writing the report” (Braun & 
Clarke 2020, p. 4).

The first phase of this study required researchers to independently 
read each transcript twice with the aim of identifying meanings and 
patterns (Phase 1). Following this, all the transcripts were uploaded to 
the NVivo software package, a powerful and widely used tool for 
analyzing substantial amounts of qualitative data. Working systemati-
cally through the transcripts, a preliminary list of potential codes was 
generated (Phase 2). Each code was read to ensure that it was accurately 
described and that the extracts from the transcripts were appropriate. 
These were then grouped under an initial set of potential themes, 
namely ‘Responses to unethical scenario’ and ‘Voice antecedents’ (Phase 3). 
Phase 3 revealed that while there was consensus among participants for 
the need to take appropriate action in response to the unethical scenario, 
there was a stark contrast between those in middle/senior management 
and the partners in how quickly they would respond. The researchers re-
read each theme, sub-theme, and the coded extracts to ensure that when 
read together they cohered in a meaningful way and accurately repre-
sented the interviewees’ views (Phase 4). The themes being developed 
were read in the context of existing OB voice literature. To that end, the 
‘Voice antecedents’ theme was subdivided into two sub-themes, namely 
‘Voice facilitators’ and ‘Voice inhibitors,’ which were then each subdivided 
into ‘professional level’ and ‘organizational level.’ Phase 5 served to 
highlight the prevalence of ‘professional level’ influences of voice in Big 4 
tax practice. The themes, sub-themes, codes, and definitions are 
included in an appendix to this paper. Further refinement of the themes 
and sub-themes was conducted at Phase 5, in addition to a deeper 
consideration of the overall story reflected in the transcripts. The sixth 
and final phase comprises the write-up of the report (Phase 6).

6. Results

The results section presents the interviewees’ responses to the hy-
pothetical scenario, and the main facilitators and inhibitors (anteced-
ents) influencing their decisions to voice or remain silent.

6.1. Responses to unethical scenario [Theme 1]

Insights into tax practitioners’ willingness to speak up about uneth-
ical behavior were revealed in the context of the hypothetical scenario 
outlined earlier.

6.1.1. Employees as voicers: Junior employees and middle/senior 
management

In response to the scenario, three quarters of employees expressed 
confidence that they would report the unethical behavior to a more 
senior level as a matter of urgency:

“I definitely think that [i.e., unethical behavior] is a big no-no… If I saw 
somebody… yeah, I would definitely bring that up.” (Tax associate). 
“You know, you wouldn't be trying to hide it [i.e., unethical behavior] … 

That's a definite issue that you’d have to communicate at the very least to 
the partner.” (Assistant tax manager).
“There's no question that that [i.e. speaking up to management] is what 
you do… Um, it's not something that should be swept under the rug… 

there's no grey there, it's a black or white… if you're having that un-
comfortable feeling, you have to take that approach.” (Senior tax 
manager).

While the majority expressed confidence that they would speak up, 
around one quarter were less certain. Of the latter, some said that they 
would be surprised to find such behavior taking place at their firms, 
while those who had never witnessed unethical behavior before said 
they would be unsure how to respond. Illustrative quotes for those 
expressing uncertainty are provided below:

“Um, what do I do? … Like, I just wouldn't expect it, you know, based on 
who I work with, anyway… I'd be very surprised.” (Tax associate).
“… it [i.e. unethical behavior] is not anything that I've even remotely, 
kind of, come across previously… Um, so it's probably, kind of, difficult to 
answer.” (Senior tax manager).

Approximately half the interviewees who indicated that they would 
speak up internally also revealed that they would consider raising the 
unethical issue with those outside their firm, such as their professional 
body. However, these interviewees (mainly junior level employees) 
indicated that they would only do so after having first used internal 
channels to no avail, and where the matter was serious enough to 
warrant third party involvement. For example:

“… I’d do it [i.e., report it] internally first and, kind of, let that play out. 
And if I felt at the end of it that… nothing was being resolved about it, I 
might go outfield for it. Um, it would, obviously depend on the situation. 
And kind of, how strongly I felt about it. But, um, I'd probably go outside 
then if nothing, kind of, happened internally first.” (Tax intern).
“Uh, I would [i.e. report it to a third party] if I thought the internal 
processes would not be sufficient.” (Tax manager).
“If the internal didn't resolve the issue… I'd go internal first and then 
external.” (Tax director).

Notably, two junior level interviewees were resolute that they would 
not report the matter outside the firm. While acknowledging that there 
may be circumstances where third-party involvement would be appro-
priate, these interviewees felt that the unethical scenario presented was 
not sufficiently serious to warrant outside reporting:

“… it's just an under-declaration of income… it's not exactly a serious 
ethical situation… But if there’s something more seriously ethical and 
stuff like, then you, kind of, have to consider going to [a third party].” 
(Tax associate).
“… if it was something really bad… then I would [i.e., consider reporting 
the matter to a third party] … but if it was just kind of a tax problem, I 
don't think I would. I'd be more worried about more serious things.” (Tax 
senior).

Of those who indicated that they would speak up internally, over one 
third (comprising an equal number of junior and middle/senior man-
agers) also signaled that they would consider leaving the firm if the 
response from those in a more senior position was inadequate. While 
some pointed to the frequency and severity of the behavior as further 
justification for potentially leaving their job, others said that they could 
not envisage remaining part of a firm where the ‘culture’ was one in

Table 1 
Interviewee profile.

Organizational level of interviewee Total Males Females Average
tenure
(years)

Junior (Tax interns, tax associates, 
and tax seniors)

18 12 6 2.2

Middle/senior management 
(Assistant tax managers, tax 
managers, senior tax managers, 
and tax directors)

11 6 5 7.5

Tax partners 10 8 2 16.2
Totals 39 26 13 ​
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which unethical behavior was tolerated. Example quotes are as follows:

“… if nothing was done about it [i.e., the unethical behavior] … I would 
consider leaving… in that situation, if I exhausted all options and… stayed 
on, I’d, kind of, feel that, like, I was allowing it to happen.” (Tax 
associate).
“… I certainly would consider [leaving]… if you were seeing that there 
was a concerted effort to hide something… I don't think me personally I'd 
want to be associated with a firm like that.” (Senior tax manager).

6.1.2. Management as recipients of voice: Middle/senior management and 
partners

Turning to the recipients of employee voice, both middle/senior 
managers and partners agreed that unethical behavior such as that 
outlined in the scenario would be taken seriously. They differed, how-
ever, in terms of how quickly they would respond to reports of such 
behavior. Most middle/senior management interviewees indicated that 
they would be receptive to reports of unethical behavior from lower-
level employees. However, only a small number of those at the most 
senior levels (directors) indicated the need to respond with any sense of 
urgency, such as establishing and making any necessary statutory 
reports:

“… we’d say, “Right, who do we need to get on board? Who's going to 
help us fix this?” And we will go and talk about it. And whether it's you 
have to declare something or whether you, whatever it is or what's the 
plan, you would go and do it.” (Tax director).

Instead, most argued that it was important to take time to establish 
the full facts before addressing the issue and escalating it to partner 
level. As a result, middle/senior managers generally felt that the best 
course of action would be to gather more information and reflect on the 
matter. For example:

“… it could be… you know, the way people have a different view or a 
different opinion on something that they may see.” (Senior tax manager). 
“… you need to try and get full facts because it’s always rare that there 
will be something like that going on… So, I think perspective is important. 
And a night’s sleep is important. So, I think, like, sleep on it, let's have a 
chat about it. Let's sleep on it again, let's see how we're going to raise this, 
if we need to.” (Tax director).

The decision to defer escalation was largely attributed by in-
terviewees to lower-level employees’ lack of experience and the man-
agers’ assumption that this diluted juniors’ competence to identify 
unethical behavior:

“Well, there's always the joke … “the 1st Year found €1 of fraud” … the 
joke is that somebody very new … thinks that any sort of discrepancy from 
the expected result would be fraud.” (Assistant tax manager).

Partners similarly identified the potential for lower-level employees 
to get ‘the wrong end of the stick’ and “cause a whole load of stress and 
time wasted” (Tax Partner). However, and in contrast with middle/senior 
management responses, partners stressed the importance of dealing with 
potential unethical issues as a matter of urgency. For example, several 
partners argued that they could scarcely afford to wait or ‘sleep on it’ as 
some middle/senior managers had suggested:

“Um, give me all the details you can quickly. I would call my Quality and 
Risk Management Leader. I'd call my general counsel… we'd have to 
consider our reporting obligations… do we need to make a report to the, 
uh, ODCE [Office of the Director of Corporate Enforcement]? Do we need 
to make a report to the guards? Do we need to make a report for the 
Revenue Commissioners? … you've got to do it with speed.” (Tax 
partner).
“… there are two risk partners… I would instantly involve those two 
people… I have to involve people who are more skilled in this area… either 
way, those people need to get involved really quick.” (Tax partner).

“… we have a legal department here, I'd be straight on to them… you'd be 
like, all over it in a rash because… If you sit on it, you know, by day 2, 
you're implicated, and now you've got a problem.” (Tax partner).

The partners’ primary motivation for dealing quickly with potential 
unethical issues stemmed from an awareness of the repercussions for 
their firms of being associated with unethical conduct. Drawing on the 
complicity of major accounting firms in past financial scandals, tax-
related and otherwise, partners were all too aware of the potential for 
reputational damage as a major and indeed ‘existential’ threat to their 
firms, and one which they, as the most senior people within them, could 
not afford to ignore. For example:

“… Arthur Andersen, one of the best professional services firms on the 
planet. And a few of their employees in their Houston, Texas office 
decided, in relation to Enron, they were going to cover up a lot of stuff that 
was going on. And it took down the entire organization globally.” (Tax 
partner).
“… I think KPMG were involved in … some pretty aggressive US tax 
planning … that has always dogged them in the US… reputation is 
everything … a firm will struggle if it has a stain on its reputation because 
nobody wants to be associated with them and why would you, right?” 
(Tax partner).

In terms of reporting unethical behavior, partners expressed their 
preference for employees to use internal rather than external channels. 
They rationalized this because should they first become aware of the 
individual’s suspicions via a third-party investigation this would inevi-
tably require them to act in accordance with that party’s directions. On 
the other hand, if the individual uses internal channels, then partners 
would have time to gather all the facts, formulate a plan, and thus 
maintain control of the situation. For example:

“… invariably you tend not to know when it's external. It tends to be more, 
“We’ve a problem reported to us.” Uh, and you're scrambling around 
trying to find out what it is, but also… you are not in control of remedying 
the situation. Whereas, if it's brought directly to you… you're in control.” 
(Tax partner).
“… no matter what sort of issue you're dealing with, you’d prefer to be on 
the front foot with all the facts… rather than somebody coming in and 
saying, “We found this,” and you saying, “Geez. Like, I’m behind the 
eight ball already. I don’t have all the facts”.” (Tax partner).

6.2. Voice facilitators: professional level [Sub-theme 2A]

As indicated earlier, most interviewees signaled that they would 
report unethical behavior internally to management. Our analysis 
identified several factors which would both facilitate and inhibit 
employee voice in this context. The most prominent facilitators identi-
fied by interviewees speak to the tax professional context, namely pro-
fessional commitment, and professional reputation. With respect to the 
former, interviewees indicated that their commitment to the profession 
had a profound impact on their ethical behavior. This was particularly 
evident among male interviewees, with approximately one half of all 
men (compared to one-tenth of women) citing this as their primary voice 
motivation. For example:

“… the people I’ve seen who have gone far they’ve always upheld high 
standards of work and, like, professional, um, standards.” (Tax 
associate).
“… you'd expect a person who's professional, or acts in a professional 
manner to be, you know, have integrity, you know, be objective, not to be 
doing bad things… you read like, the bad stories about businesses in the 
papers. Like, those things, you're like, “That's unethical” or “That's, you 
know, unprofessional. How could that have happened?”” (Tax 
associate).

B. McCarthy et al. Journal of International Accounting, Auditing and Taxation 61 (2026) 100778 

6 



“… being a professional is just, uh, yeah, it's about what's expected of you, 
doing a good job, doing it to a high standard, like meeting high demands, 
all that.” (Senior tax manager).

Key to their professional commitment, interviewees at all levels 
referred to an innate need to protect the wider tax profession. In-
terviewees’ motivation for reporting unethical behavior to management 
was consistent with doing ‘the right thing’ for the profession. For 
example:

“… ethical behavior is probably the one that, kind of, jumps out to me … 

being a member of the tax profession for me is about always … acting 
ethically… like when you take your Chartered Tax Advisor oath, one of 
the things is that you will be, ethical… As an accountant or tax advisor, 
ethics is one of the main things that you do need to keep in mind the whole 
time.” (Tax senior).
“… it’s not something we [the profession] should be doing… it’s just 
wrong. Um, so, it comes back to being a professional that, no, you don’t 
do that … so, if someone is doing it [i.e., unethical behavior], it needs to 
be called out and stopped.” (Tax director).

For some interviewees, their keen sense of professional commitment 
extended beyond the firm to the wider public. Referring to some infa-
mous financial scandals of recent years, some highlighted feelings of 
being duty-bound to speak up about unethical behavior:

“… [you] have responsibilities, to be held to account… the public in 
general, they, kind of, do have quite an interest, like, quite an interest in 
issues like that. Like, if there's any, kind of, scandal about big tax 
avoidance… it's, kind of, in the public eye, you, kind of, have a re-
sponsibility to raise things like that.” (Tax associate).
“… at the end of the day, if we do anything dodgy as tax advisors, it's 
going to come back on us because the whole reason why the public come to 
us … is that trust in our product and what we offer … it all revolves 
around that trust. If that trust is undermined which it has been in, you 
know, big cases over the years, Enron, whatever else, Carillion and all that 
jazz, that undermines the public.” (Assistant tax manager).

Protecting one’s own professional reputation was also a major 
facilitator of employee voice in the Big 4. Interviewees at both junior 
and middle/senior management levels perceived that their professional 
reputation was strongly associated with the reputation of the firm where 
they were employed. Thus, a significant factor in motivating them to 
speak up was to avoid being associated with disreputable firm behavior. 
This was identified as the most influential voice facilitator among female 
interviewees, especially those at middle/senior management level. For 
example:

“… you don't want to be associated with something that's going to go like, 
you know… “You were the tax advisor on it” or “You were the tax ac-
countant on it.” You don't want… that because that has reputational 
damage down the line for you if that comes up because those things will 
always come out.” (Tax associate).
“… I think it really comes back to reputation… you know, around 2008, 
there were certain companies that you really wouldn't want on your CV 
now because you'd look back and go, “Oh, God, they were a bit dodgy.” 
You definitely don't want that.” (Senior tax manager).

Participants also feared that if they did not speak up, then their being 
associated with a disreputable firm could ‘follow’ them and might 
jeopardize their future job prospects within the wider tax profession:

“… you don't want to be associated with, you know, uh, unethical or, uh, 
kind of, um, a dirty company… you don't want it following you around… 

that you're working with someone poor, that was working unethically. So, 
it's about your own career.” (Tax associate).
“… if you're involved in it yourself, you're dragging your own reputation 
into it as well… [it] comes back to progression… You don't want to be

associated with the wrong firm, with the wrong people, because… it would 
inhibit your own brand, your own reputation, your own career progres-
sion.” (Senior tax manager).

6.3. Voice facilitators: Organizational (or firm) level [Sub-theme 2B]

At the organizational level, several additional facilitators were 
identified as impacting on employees’ decisions to speak up in the Big 4: 
voice climate, supervisor’s style, organizational commitment, and image. 
There were no notable differences identified between male and female 
interviewees in this respect. A small number of interviewees argued that 
the voice climate of the Big 4 was a significant facilitator in voicing their 
concerns about unethical behavior. To that end, they referred to the 
climate or organizational ‘culture’ at their firms as being one where 
speaking up about unethical behavior was strongly encouraged. For 
example:

“… there is, like, a huge emphasis on that kind of speaking up about 
ethical, um, wrongdoing in the workplace.” (Tax associate).
“… there's a very strong culture of “Speak up if you don't like what you're 
seeing.”… you're very much encouraged that if you get… that little feeling 
that something's not right, then it probably means something's wrong. Like, 
if you don't feel 100% comfortable with something, you have to ask 
yourself, “Why?” And there's a real culture of, you know, self-reflection 
and saying, well, am I happy with this?” (Senior tax manager).

Allied to the firm’s voice climate, interviewees also identified that 
they felt comfortable voicing their concerns based on the supportive 
relationships they had developed with their supervisors. They also 
referred to their supervisors as mentors, coaches, counsellors, and per-
formance managers. Indeed, some interviewees recognized that their 
workplace relationships had developed beyond what they viewed as the 
typical employee-supervisor relationship, and they attributed this to 
their supervisor’s style of management. For example:

“Um, my Coach is very … talkative, forthcoming … she's a good friend, 
like, I think I could put it that way.” (Tax associate).
“… I'm just very lucky that they're [i.e. partners] both very reasonable 
people and that I just have a great relationship with them.” (Tax 
director).

An individual’s commitment to the firm, as opposed to the profes-
sion, was also identified as an additional facilitator in supporting em-
ployees in speaking up about unethical behavior. Such views were 
expressed by a smaller number of interviewees at both junior and mid-
dle/senior management level, where organizational commitment was 
largely couched in terms of protecting the firm from scrutiny that might 
result in reputational damage from the media and relevant tax author-
ities. For example:

“… if you don’t raise that [i.e. unethical behavior] as an issue… and it 
comes out, say, in the media in a few years' time, you're going to create an 
awful lot more damage to the firm, which damages the firm's reputation.” 
(Senior tax manager).

Additionally, some interviewees employed at the most junior levels 
were particularly cognizant of their roles in protecting the organiza-
tion’s reputation. This was due in part to their proximity to the day-to-
day work and their duty in bringing unethical behavior to the attention 
of partners. For example:

“… people higher up… won’t know exactly what we're doing down 
below… [It’s] our job in some ways to… make sure that everything is, kind 
of, kept above board. That in the event of a Revenue Audit, kind of, 
coming, that we would be safe.” (Tax intern).

The need to protect one’s image within the firm (as opposed to the 
profession) was also identified as a facilitator in voicing concerns about
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unethical behavior. Reflecting this, several interviewees at lower levels 
argued that were they to encounter an unethical issue, they would report 
it to their managers to avoid ‘getting into trouble’ at a later stage. For 
example, the following junior level employee argued that despite her 
role being minimal, there was still potential to be implicated in unethical 
practice:

“… I'd say it [i.e., the unethical issue] maybe to the manager… The file 
could say, you know, when you create a [tax] file that, “[interviewee] 
created this” … You know, it will always come up, [interviewee’s] file or 
whatever, and that's what I'd be kind of, scared that it would come back 
on me, and I'd get in trouble.” (Tax senior).

6.4. Voice inhibitors: seniority [Sub-theme 2C]

Two prominent inhibitors to employee voice were seniority (an 
organizational level factor) and specialized knowledge (a professional 
level factor). Seniority was a particularly germane issue for those 
employed at the junior levels, with some fearful of undermining their 
superiors. For example:

“Like, I don’t want them to think … “Who does this lad think he is? He’s 
only in here for 5 min and he’s trying to”, you know what I mean, “tell 
us” … It’s not my place.” (Tax associate).
“…I don’t want to be like, “Um, you have this wrong, and, um, this is 
what it should be,”… I don't want to be like, “You're wrong. You've 
worked for like, seven years longer than me”… I just really don't want to 
undermine her, you know?” (Tax senior).

More worryingly, seniority was also highlighted as a contributing 
factor in lower-level employees’ decisions to ignore unethical behavior 
altogether. For example:

“… I, at the moment, am probably a small fry… if something goes wrong, 
you know, the manager, or the partner will step in… So, if I ever found 
something on my level now, I would probably ignore that. Makes me 
sound like I don't care, but it's more of, like, I don't want to involve myself 
in this place, this situation, you know?” (Tax associate).

6.5. Voice inhibitors: specialized knowledge [Sub-theme 2D]

The role of specialized knowledge was also identified as a key in-
hibitor to employees speaking up in the Big 4. Recognizing the 
specialized nature of tax knowledge, interviewees employed at both 
junior and middle/senior management levels were acutely aware of the 
risk of being wrong. They were cognizant that what might initially 
appear to be unethical behavior could in fact be entirely legitimate. 
Opinions such as the following are representative of the difficulties 
experienced by junior level employees in terms of challenging more 
senior colleagues. Due to their relative inexperience, rather than directly 
speaking up junior level employees were more inclined to ask questions 
or seek clarification from their superiors:

“… I don't think I'd ever say to a senior manager or anyone of that level or 
above that, “This is wrong, um, and it's probably unethical.” Uh, I'd ask 
the question. “Is it, like, is that correct or is this not the number or like… 

how did you get the number” maybe… I don't think I'd outright say, “Your 
work is wrong”.” (Tax senior).

Notably, these concerns were not only confined to junior levels. 
Those employed at middle/senior management level also acknowledged 
that in a subject as complex and specialized as tax, one rarely has full 
information. As a result, there was a reluctance to speak up about un-
ethical behavior where there was a potential risk of implicating and 
falsely accusing a fellow tax professional. For example:

“… being able to … bounce it [i.e. suspected unethical behavior] off 
someone else I think is a very important thing … you could be completely

wrong yourself … there could be completely valid reasons why you’re 
doing something.” (Senior tax manager).
“… Like, you never have full information. So, there's always that 
nervousness, I guess. Well, are you bringing something to light or accusing 
something and could you be wrong here? And then they've got the repu-
tational damage. So, I think you always have to kind of do as much 
digging on that and be as sure as possible before kind of raising it, in case 
you're wrong” (Tax director).

6.6. Summary of voice antecedents findings [Theme 2]

Collectively, our findings indicate that behaving ethically is central 
to most tax practitioners’ understanding of what it means to be a pro-
fessional, and that this serves as a key influence in their decision to speak 
up about unethical behavior in the workplace. Nevertheless, the findings 
also show that the voice decision is shaped by other professional level 
factors as well as, to a less significant degree, organizational level ones. 
Furthermore, the findings reveal that although management is willing to 
listen to employee suspicions of unethical behavior in the workplace, 
middle/senior management and partners differ in terms of how quickly 
this would be acted upon. The next section discusses these findings in the 
context of the extant literature.

7. Discussion

This study aimed to explore inductively the voice experiences and 
views of employees at all levels in the Big 4 with respect to ‘speaking up’ 
about unethical practices. Significantly, we explored not only the pro-
pensity of employees to ‘voice’ on such issues but also the receptiveness 
of management to this input. Analysis of interviews with 39 tax practi-
tioners working at junior, middle/senior management, and partner 
levels in Big 4 firms revealed that the majority would take appropriate 
action in response to unethical behavior at work. While some employees 
indicated that they would consider involving an outside party or leaving 
their firm if an unethical issue was not dealt with, the majority signaled 
that they would report the matter to a more senior member of man-
agement in the first instance. The findings reveal that a primary reason 
for tax practitioners voicing their concerns is their keen sense of pro-
fessional commitment. Consistent with Pinder and Harlos (2001) and Van 
Dyne et al. (2003) and their work in identifying the main types of voice 
and silence as well as the primary motivations underpinning each 
behavior, our interviewees exhibited proactive behavior via prosocial 
voice, largely on the basis that unethical behavior is incompatible with 
their duty to uphold professional standards. It was also noted that the 
influence of professional commitment on speaking up decisions is 
interconnected to interviewees’ overarching views of what it means to 
be a tax professional, where ethics and an adherence to ethical standards 
are fundamental underpinning features.

Professional reputation was also identified as an additional and 
equally important explanation for interviewees’ willingness to engage 
proactively in speaking up about unethical behavior. Believing that their 
own reputations are strongly associated with that of their firms, the 
findings reveal that many interviewees feared being associated with a 
disreputable firm and, more specifically, worried about how such an 
association could jeopardize their future job prospects within tax. This 
finding chimes with the work of Mulligan and Oats (2016, p. 71) 
involving tax professionals who frequently cited “tax circles”, “tax com-
munity” and “social clubs” within tax, signaling significant “networks of 
power” within the wider profession. Curiously, while Mulligan and Oats 
(2016) found evidence of the professional institutes being a further 
significant external influence, there was no evidence of this in the cur-
rent study. Tax practitioners in our study were motivated to engage in 
defensive voice. Professional commitment is largely concerned with 
safeguarding the reputation of the wider profession and is “other-ori-
ented” (Van Dyne et al., 2003, p. 1362). Conversely, professional
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reputation’ is decidedly more “self-protective” (Van Dyne et al., 2003, p. 
1362) in nature and captures an individual’s concerns for their own 
reputation within the wider professional community.

Several organizational/firm level facilitators were also found to 
impact on the Big 4 employees’ decisions to speak up, albeit to a lesser 
degree. Three of these factors reflect “other-orientated” motivations to 
engage in prosocial voice, namely voice climate, supervisor’s style, and 
organizational commitment. A further facilitator aligns with employees’ 
“self-protective” motives to engage in defensive voice is image, which re-
flects employees’ desire to look good in the eyes of management. While 
these organizational level facilitators were mentioned by fewer in-
terviewees, they nonetheless speak to the voice environment in the Big 4 
and the extent to which employees believe that their voice in response to 
unethical situations is valued by those in charge. Interviews with man-
agement in the Big 4 reveal that they are at least willing to listen to 
reports of unethical behavior. However, nuances were found in terms of 
how prompt management at various levels would respond to such 
reporting. For example, partners stressed the urgency with which they 
would respond to reports of unethical behavior, and the need to examine 
all relevant information, involve all relevant parties, and expedite the 
putting of an action plan in place quickly. Partners also expressed a 
strong preference for their employees speaking up directly to them, 
rather than to a third party, with a view to maintaining control of the 
situation internally. This contrasted sharply with the responses of those 
in middle/senior management, who believed that the most appropriate 
course of action would be to pause and ‘sleep’ on the matter before 
considering whether to escalate things further. Indeed, there was evi-
dence of a dubious and somewhat dismissive attitude among these in-
terviewees as to the likelihood of bona fide unethical behavior having 
taken place at all.

While most interviewees recognized that they should speak up about 
unethical behavior at work, the findings nevertheless indicate that some 
were reluctant or inhibited in doing so. To that end, some interviewees 
expressed reservations about speaking up due to fear that their suspi-
cions could be unfounded, concern that they may have misunderstood 
the situation, or worry that they may have overlooked a much more 
straightforward explanation in their fervor to report the issue. These 
fears were fueled by an understanding that in a highly technical and 
specialized area like tax, one frequently may not have enough infor-
mation to be certain of being right. With similar concerns being 
expressed by junior and middle/senior management alike, the findings 
demonstrate that in scenarios which call for specialized knowledge on the 
part of the prospective speaker, a professional level inhibitor is that 
personal doubts about one’s level of expertise may deter tax pro-
fessionals from speaking up. The organizational level inhibitor of 
seniority was also identified as an important influence on the Big 4 em-
ployees’ decisions to speak up, albeit predominantly for those employed 
at junior levels, and with some expressing fear of undermining their 
superiors. Our study found that doubts around specialized knowledge and 
fears around seniority result in Big 4 employees engaging in passive voice 
behavior, with the result that they are often more disengaged and submit 
to acquiescent silence.

7.1. Contribution

This study makes several important contributions. First, in the 
aftermath of significant financial scandals in recent years, a considerable 
body of research explored the area of whistleblowing in accounting. 
There has also been academic interest in ethical reasoning in tax. Despite 
this, limited empirical research exists into what shapes accounting firm 

employee attitudes towards, and their voice behaviors on, unethical 
practices at work. This study begins to address this gap. Moreover, much 
of the research undertaken to date focused on the attitudes of either 
those in relatively junior and inexperienced positions (see, for example, 
Brennan & Kelly, 2007) or senior management or partner positions (see, 
for example, Feller & Schanz, 2017; Mayer & Gendron, 2024). But few

studies compare these perspectives. Examining voice behavior from 

multiple standpoints not only addresses this gap but highlights previ-
ously unknown nuances in attitudes between seniority levels, especially 
between middle/senior management and partners.

Second, while research has been conducted into ethics in tax and 
accounting, ethics remains largely unexplored in voice literature. 
Moreover, there is a dearth of research investigating the voice experi-
ences of highly skilled professionals (McCarthy et al., 2025). Previous 
research in this area primarily focused on employees working in 
manufacturing and in predominantly unionized settings (see, for 
example, Detert & Trevino, 2010; Lavelle et al., 2010; Mowbray et al., 
2022). Voice research also tended to focus on the experiences of either 
employees as voicers or of management as the recipients of that voice, 
leading to calls for further research examining voice behavior from both 
perspectives. Our study addresses these lacunas by exploring for the first 
time the voice behavior in unethical situations of tax professionals at all 
levels of seniority working for Big 4 firms, which are non-unionized, 
professional workplace settings where little is known about voice. 

Third, we make a theoretical contribution to literature by elucidating 
the motives and nature of employee voice behavior in the Big 4 based 
upon insights from the wider OB voice literature (see Fig. 1). In devel-
oping the theoretical framing of voice in the Big 4, we reveal the 
prominence of prosocial voice, defensive voice, and acquiescent silence in 
these firms We also provide additional significant insights into the fac-
tors that both facilitate and inhibit voice in unethical situations and a 
more in-depth understanding of the primary motivations behind voice 
and silence in the Big 4 environment. Previously underexplored in voice 
research, we find the strong influence of two prominent professional 
level voice facilitators (professional commitment and professional reputa-
tion) and one professional level voice inhibitor (specialized knowledge). 
The identification of these important ‘levers’ as a means of engendering 
voice behavior in the Big 4 represents a further significant contribution 
to both ethics and voice literature. We reveal for the first time how 
broader contextual, professional level factors play a key role in the voice 
decisions of elite professionals. Our findings illustrate what motivates 
and shapes both voice and silence in tax. More specifically, that voice is 
affected by what tax professionals think it means to be a tax professional 
and, to a less significant degree, the influence of organizational level 
factors, such as their position within the firm and how valued they 
perceived their inputs being in the decision-making processes.

7.2. Implications

Our findings have several implications. A duty to maintain ethical 
standards in carrying out one’s duties is a fundamental requirement 
which prospective members of any professional body, including tax, 
should expect to uphold. We found strong evidence that this under-
standing informed interviewees’ decision to speak up in an unethical 
situation. However, our study also revealed that the decision to voice or 
remain silent about unethical behavior in tax is shaped by other factors, 
including considerations around self-preservation and self-doubt. 

Worryingly, there was no evidence that these extended to an 
adherence to professional codes of conduct, which is a fundamental 
requirement of professional body membership. It is concerning that a 
small number of junior level interviewees did not deem the unethical 
scenario serious enough to warrant speaking up at all. This indicates that 
the Irish Tax Institute (ITI) and other professional tax institutes, as well 
as higher education institutions responsible for ethics education, need to 
further emphasize the importance of tax professionals to always 
reporting suspected unethical behavior. For example, the ITI could re-
view its ethics education syllabi for its student members as well as its 
mandatory Continuing Professional Development (CPD) offerings for 
qualified members to ensure that they are continuously reminding 
members of their duty to adhere to their professional codes of conduct in 
the performance of their duties, including the importance of always 
speaking up irrespective of their area of expertise, the potential
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consequences for their reputations, and the apparent complexity of the 
issues at hand.

This study also has implications for voice in the Big 4. In accounting 
firms, incentives differ depending on one’s position within the firm hi-
erarchy. Thus, junior and middle/senior management are firm em-
ployees employed under standard contracts of employment. Partners are 
different. While traditionally partners invested equity in their firms in 
return for voting rights and a share of annual profits (Pierce & Sweeney, 
2005; Spence & Carter, 2014), there is evidence of Big 4 firms shifting 
towards performance-based methods of profit distribution. These 
include additional metrics such as staff turnover, staff feedback on 
partners’ performance, and development of the firm’s brand, in addition 
to more traditional measures such as revenue and chargeable hours 
(Coram & Robinson, 2017). Therefore, partners have a vested interest in 
the success of their business, and it is conceivable that this would 
motivate them to respond quickly with the aim of protecting their firms 
from reputational harm (as our study found).

With limited exceptions at only the highest levels, our findings 
demonstrate that the majority of those in middle/senior management 
positions were reluctant to take immediate action and seemed content to 
take time to reflect on the situation and ‘sleep on it.’ While this response 
was somewhat surprising in respect of directors (being those employees 
closest to partner level), it is nonetheless true that middle/senior man-
agement employees have no comparable vested interest. Indeed, irre-
spective of seniority level, their reluctance to take immediate action in 
response to the hypothetical scenario may be rationalized by the fear of 
appearing rash or even foolish in the eyes of the partners, who hold the 
final say in promotion decisions. It is conceivable that this fear would be 
even more pronounced for those at the more vulnerable junior levels. 

Nevertheless, Morrison and Milliken’s (2000, p. 714) warnings about 
how ‘management knows best’ and other similar perceptions can lead to 
a “climate of silence” was evidenced in our study. Indeed, it is telling that 
only a small number of interviewees pointed to their firm’s culture as 
being one which encouraged the reporting of unethical behavior. 
Therefore, all levels of Big 4 management must be mindful of sending a 
clear, strong, and consistent message to employees about the importance 
of always speaking up about unethical behavior in an urgent manner. 
For example, this message could be supported through the introduction 
of a formal, firm-wide organizational code of conduct.

McCarthy et al. (2025) identified several information sharing and 
consultation voice mechanisms employed uniformly across the Big 4 
that would also be suitable for delivering and continuously emphasizing 
a firm’s position on speaking up. These include firm-wide ‘town halls,’ 
strategy days or ‘away days,’ ethics helplines, staff surveys, and the 
mentoring process. Indeed, the Big 4 firms’ mentoring processes may be 
one of the most suitable mechanisms for delivering this message, as our 
findings demonstrated tax practitioners’ willingness to speak up to their 
mentors (supervisors) in confidence due to the close and supportive 
relationships they had fostered over time. It is conceivable that smaller, 
non-Big 4 firms would not have the resources necessary to dedicate to 
such a wide range of employee voice mechanisms. But accounting firms, 
irrespective of size, should routinely make it clear to employees through 
staff meetings, email communication, targeted training, briefings on 
recent tax cases, and other such means that all reports of suspected 
unethical behavior will be taken seriously. Lax or dismissive attitudes 
from management can send strong signals to workers about the kinds of 
issues where employee voice is welcomed, and more importantly where 
it is not, thereby validating employee beliefs that it is not their ‘place’ to 
speak up.

7.3. Limitations and future research

While the current study makes several important contributions to 
literature, it has some limitations. When conducting interviews for any 
research study, there is inevitably the danger of bias. To address this, 
efforts were made to mitigate bias in line with suggestions made by 
Saunders et al. (2019). For example, interviewees were given assurances 
of anonymity at the outset of each interview and the interview protocol 
was designed without the use of jargon or theoretical concepts. A further 
limitation may be that the interviews were conducted with tax practi-
tioners in Ireland, a common law jurisdiction. The Big 4 firms use 
standardized work practices and client services, standards, and guide-
lines (Elemes et al., 2021; Blaylock et al., 2022) and the hierarchical 
structure in these firms is also standard worldwide. While we do not 
expect there to be significant differences between the responses of Big 4 
tax practitioners working in Ireland and their counterparts working in 
other common law jurisdictions, such as the United Kingdom (UK), 
United States (US), Canada, or Australia, this nonetheless presents a

Fig. 1. Facilitators and inhibitors of employee voice in unethical situations in tax. Notes: # is the Professional level. * is the Organizational level.
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potential avenue for future research. We also accept that there may be 
differences in civil law jurisdictions, such as continental Europe and 
Asia, where cultural attitudes and regulatory frameworks may lead to 
different results. This presents a further potential avenue for future 
research.

Indeed, acknowledging research limitations can often present po-
tential avenues for future research. For example, a limitation may lie in 
the nature of the interviews we conducted with tax practitioners 
working for the Big 4 accounting firms. Future research could explore 
whether Big 4 responses are representative of tax practitioners working 
in other smaller accounting firms. In comparison with the Big 4, small 
and mid-tier accounting firms tend to have a more limited global reach. 
With fewer staff and clients, it is also conceivable that these firms have 
fewer resources to devote to developing employee relations. Further-
more, research suggests that the employee relations of smaller firms tend 
to be more informal, less hierarchical, and significantly influenced by 
their external environments (Harney & Alkhalaf, 2021), factors which 
could ultimately lead to differences in voice behaviors when compared 
with Big 4 organizations. In addition, tax professionals working in other 
settings, including industry, the public sector, and in academia, provide 
further opportunities to explore voice behavior in comparable but 
nonetheless distinct workplace settings.

As mentioned earlier, our hypothetical scenario was specifically 
tailored to accommodate the broadest range of experience levels 
possible. As pilot iterations of the scenario were difficult for some less 
experienced junior level interviewees to understand, the decision was 
made to simplify it. However, a potential limitation of this decision is 
that it may have led to a relatively straightforward scenario, especially 
for the more senior interviewees. While a considerable number of em-
ployees at all levels of seniority and experience indicated their reluc-
tance to speak up, future research targeting those at a middle/senior 
management level may complement our findings. Presenting them with 
more complex and ambiguous ethical scenarios where the appropriate 
response may not be so clear may reveal additional facilitators and in-
hibitors of voice not evident in the current study. A more complex sce-
nario might also uncover nuances in the voice behavior of tax 
practitioners at various levels of experience and seniority.

While accounting firms usually have an abundance of positions at the 
lowest levels, there are progressively fewer opportunities as one pro-
gresses, often leading to intense competition for advancement. A more 
targeted research design may reveal situations where those eager to 
advance may choose to remain silent either to protect their own image/ 
reputations in the eyes of the partners or out of fear of reprisal from a 
management team. Such self-protective factors were not in evidence in 
the current study.

Future research may also provide deeper insights into the partner’s 
responses to voice. Our findings indicate that partners were motivated to 
act quickly to protect the firm from reputational harm. But a more tar-
geted research approach may reveal other motivations, such as a need to 
protect the client from harm and, by implication, maintain the client 
relationship (Mayer & Gendron, 2024).

A more complex scenario may also present the opportunity for a 
more in-depth exploration of the role of gender and nationality in 
shaping employee responses. While beyond the scope of our study, 
examining potential differences in responses by gender and nationality 
could form the basis of future research.

While not discussed by our interviewees, further research might also 
consider the regulatory environment in which tax professionals operate. 
While members must adhere to a professional code of conduct in the 
performance of their duties, the tax profession in Ireland is largely self-
regulated. Nevertheless, the wider tax landscape in Ireland has seen the 
introduction of several significant legislative measures in recent years 
(Mulligan et al., 2022). For example, the Finance Act of 2010 introduced 
mandatory disclosure rules regarding schemes expected to enable a 
person to obtain a ‘tax advantage’ beyond day-to-day tax advice. Tax

advisers may be subject to a civil penalty of €4000 under Section 1055 of 
Ireland’s Taxes Consolidation Act (TCA) 1997 if they deliberately aid in 
the preparation or filing of incorrect tax returns. Additionally, the tax 
authority in Ireland can make a complaint to the tax professional body, 
the ITI, under Section 851A TCA 1997 if it is of the opinion that a 
member’s conduct fell below what would be expected of the profession. 
The ITI itself has powers to investigate formal complaints against its 
members and exercise disciplinary sanctions. None of our participants 
explicitly referenced these provisions or perhaps most notably to their 
professional codes of conduct. Future research involving more complex 
ethical scenarios and specifically targeting the impact of the regulatory 
environment could help to shed further light on the reasons for voice 
behavior not evident in this study.

Another potential avenue for future research concerns the related 
area of whistleblowing. Whistleblowing, or ‘protective disclosure,’ 
legislation protects the whistleblower against employer retribution for 
reporting suspected wrongdoing in a workplace. Near and Miceli (2016, 
p. 108) define it as “the disclosure by organization members (former or 
current) of illegal, immoral, or illegitimate practices under the control of their 
employers, to persons or organizations that may be able to effect action”. Our 
findings demonstrate that a considerable number of interviewees would 
consider raising suspected unethical behavior with an external party 
(principally their professional body) after having first brought it to 
management’s attention to no avail. Tax professionals employed by a 
company should be covered by the whistleblowing definition given 
above. However, questions remain as to whether protections would 
extend to tax practitioners acting as external advisors to their clients, 
especially when we consider the issues of professional privilege, client 
confidentiality, and the fact that whistleblower protection legislation 
tends to vary from country to country (Doyle, 2022). On this basis and 
considering the dearth of academic research concerning tax practi-
tioners ‘blowing the whistle’ this presents a further area worthy of 
focused research.

8. Conclusion

This study has shown that when faced with the prospect of speaking 
up or remaining silent about unethical behavior in the workplace, tax 
practitioners are strongly influenced by powerful professional level 
factors and, to a lesser extent, organizational level ones. At the heart of 
the former lies a strong commitment to their chosen profession, char-
acterized by an adherence to ethical standards. Yet, this study has also 
shown that the voice decision in tax is not solely shaped by such other-
oriented motivations, but also by significant self-oriented (self-protec-
tive and disengaged) motivations. Therefore, when we consider some of 
the most infamous examples of unethical behavior in major interna-
tional accounting firms, the findings of this study help to shine a light on 
the facilitators and inhibitors influencing the voice decision in these 
situations and the ultimate failure of those involved to speak up.
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