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Are You Ready for Busy Season?
As students, we hear a lot about busy season from recruiters and professors. From that,
we get ideas about busy season might be like. Personally, during finals week I wondered if I was
experiencing a compact version of busy season. This lead me to develop my specific research
question: “How do the habits CPAs during busy season compare to habits of accounting students
during finals week?” My research aims at determining if the expectations we develop about busy
season are accurate based on our experiences as students.
Existing Research
To begin my research, I looked at findings from similar studies. One study, entitled
“Exhaustion in University Students and the Effect of Coursework Involvement,” looked at
exhaustion levels of introductory accounting students, where exhaustion is defined as “the
presence of negative emotions and the absence of positive ones.” Their exhaustion levels were
then compared to exhaustion levels in careers that are deemed as highly demanding. The analysis
showed that the only career comparable with student exhaustion was public accounting. Public
accountants showed high exhaustion during the off season and extreme exhaustion during busy

season (See Figure 1). The study also showed that GPA and coursework involvement were
significant factors contributing to student exhaustion levels.

Figure 1

The next study I looked at is called “The Relationship Between Pre-Employment
Expectations, Experiences, and Length of Stay in Public Accounting.” It investigates the impact of
met and unmet expectations on the length of time employees remain in public accounting using
the met expectations hypothesis, which says that if you expect long hours and inflexibility,
turnover is less likely. The following examples were cited:


Employees expected to stay in public accounting for 6.57 years, but mean tenure was 3.07
years.



Employees expected to work 40.5 hours per week during off-peak season, but actually
worked 43.5 hours per week.

This is relevant to my study because it means that students expectations ultimately determine
their length of stay in public accounting, so I am looking to see if students’ expectations prepare
them for a long-term career in public accounting. Employees entering the field of public
accounting may be especially vulnerable to developing unrealistically high expectations about
their jobs. Since public accounting is commonly an entry port to the work field, employees enter
the job with little work experience, meaning they have a limited basis for developing realistic job
expectations and are likely to have higher turnover.
Research Methods
To complete my research project, I sent a survey to Minnesota CPAs and CSBSJU
accounting students. I asked students about their happiness, exercise, nutrition, and sleep habits
both the semester and during finals week. I used their answers to determine their current
expectations for work. Similarly, I asked CPAs about their happiness, exercise, nutrition, and sleep
habits during the off-season and during busy season. I compared their answers to the
expectations of students to see if they were in any way comparable. Sixty CPAs and sixty-six
students responded to my surveys.
Survey Results
First, I asked students and CPAs how often they exercise for a thirty-minute interval using
a five-point scale. Students ranked themselves at a 3.79 and CPAs ranked themselves at a 3.87
during their nonbusy hours. During busy hours, students ranked themselves at a 2.89 and CPAs
at a 3.02. These numbers indicate that CPAs and students experience similar trends in exercise

going from regular to busy hours; CPAs experience a 22% decrease while students experience a
24% decrease, which means that, as a CPA students can expect that their exercise habits will
remain generally the same as what they are experiencing now. See Figure 2.

Figure 2: "I exercise for a period of 30 minutes or more"

When asked about how often they pay attention making healthy food choices, students
ranked themselves at a 3.86 out of 5 during their regular hours, and CPAs ranked themselves at
a 4.07, which means that CPAs are more health conscious during their regular hours than
students. The trend continues during busy season; students ranked themselves at a 2.89 and
CPAs at a 3.32, meaning that CPAs are more health conscious during their busy hours as well.
During finals week, students pay attention to making healthy food choices 25% less than they
would throughout the semester, and CPAs 18% less of the time going from off season to busy
season. As a result, students can expect to be overall more health conscious as a CPA and
experience a less drastic decrease going from regular to busy hours. See Figure 3.

Figure 3: "I pay attention to making healthy food choices"

Next, I asked about sleep habits, and responses from all survey respondents are shown
as averages in Figure 4 because students and CPAs showed generally the same trends.

Figure 4

The majority of students and CPAs get 6-8 hours of sleep both during regular and busy hours.
However, the amount of people sleeping less than 5 hours increases and the amount of people
sleeping 9-12 hours decreases going from regular hours to busy hours.
Then, I asked questions getting at mental health and happiness. I began by asking how
often the respondent feels drained of emotional energy. Students ranked themselves higher in
emotional exhaustion during regular hours; they put themselves at a 2.82, while CPAs ranked
themselves at 2.17. This means students feel more emotionally exhausted during their regular

hours than CPAs. The trend continues during busy hours; students ranked themselves at a 3.38
while CPAs ranked themselves at a 3.15. This means that students are more emotionally
exhausted than CPAs during busy hours. However, CPAs experience a more significant increase
in emotional exhaustion going from regular hours to busy hours; CPAs experience 45% increase
in emotional drainage, while students only experience a 20% increase. This means that as a CPA,
the amount of increase in emotional exhaustion will double compared to what you are
experiencing as a student. See Figure 5.

Figure 5: "I feel drained of emotional energy"

Next, I broke it down by years of experience. I compared each class of students to CPAs
with 0-5 years of experience. I chose that group because the goal of my research is to see if
students are prepared for their first busy season, and I felt that CPAs with 0-5 years of experience
were representative of feelings about that first busy season.
By comparing that CPA group to each class of students, it becomes evident that seniors
and CPAs experience relatively the same intensity of emotional exhaustion during busy hours.

Seniors ranked themselves at a 3.42 and CPAs at a 3.45. In terms of change in emotional
exhaustion, CPAs and sophomores are most comparable, since CPAs experience a 90% increase
and sophomores experience a 42% increase. See Figure 6.

Figure 6: "I feel drained of emotional energy: Experience Breakdown"

Then I broke it down by GPA and compared each student group to accountants with 4-16
week long busy seasons because 77% of accountants have a busy season that lasts that long. In
making this comparison, I found that students with a GPA of 3.26-3.50 experience relatively the
same intensity of emotional exhaustion during busy hours. In terms of change in emotional
exhaustion, it’s the students with a GPA
of 2.51-3.00 that experience the most
similar increase going from regular
hours to busy hours. See Figure 7.

Figure 7: "I feel drained of emotional energy: GPA
Breakdown"

After analyzing emotional energy levels, I asked about overwhelming feelings about
workload. Specifically, they rated themselves on the following statement: “I feel that there is
more work to do than I am capable of.” During regular hours, students rated themselves 2.58
and CPAs at a 2.20, meaning that students feel more overwhelmed with their workload during
regular hours. During busy hours, however, CPAs have more intense feelings about workload.
They ranked themselves at a 3.33, while students put themselves at a 3.09. CPAs also
experience 52% increase in the intensity of their feelings going from regular to busy hours,
while students only experience a 20% increase. See Figure 8.

Figure 8: "I feel that there is more work to do than I am capable of"

Again, I broke down this analysis based on experience level. During busy hours, CPAs are
most comparable to sophomores in terms of intensity and percentage change from regular to
busy hours. Sophomores ranked their overwhelming feelings about workload at a 4.00 and CPAs
at a 4.09. Going from regular hours to busy hours, CPAs experienced a 125% change in their
feelings, and sophomores experienced a 60% change. This means that, although sophomores are

only experiencing half the increase that CPAs are experiencing, they are the closest student group
comparable to CPAs in terms of workload feelings. See Figure 9.

Figure 9: "I feel that there is more work to do than I am capable of: Experience Breakdown"

Then, I analyzed the results based on GPA and length of busy season. I found that students
with a GPA of 2.51-3.00 experience a 63% increase in the intensity of their feelings from regular
to busy hours, which is most similar to the 55% increase that CPAs with a 4-16 week long busy
season are experiencing. Therefore, this student group is most prepared for the increase in
feelings about workload. In terms of intensity, students with a GPA of 3.01-3.25 are most
prepared; they ranked the intensity of their
feelings at a 3.30, whereas CPAs with a 4-16
week busy season ranked themselves at a
3.69. See Figure 10.

Figure 10: "I feel that there is more work to do than I am capable of: GPA Breakdown"

Conclusion
Students and CPAs experience relatively the same exercise habits going from regular to
busy hours. On average, they experience a 23% decrease in the amount of times they exercise
for thirty minutes or more going from regular to busy hours. This means that students
expectations will match their experiences as a CPA.
As a CPA, students can expect to be slightly more health conscious, and experience less
of a decrease in nutritional value going from regular to busy hours. Students experience a 25%
decrease, whereas CPAs experience an 18% decrease. This means that students’ nutritional
experiences once they become a CPA will exceed their current expectations.
Sleeping habits between CPAs and students remain the same, with a majority sleeping 68 hours during both regular and busy hours. As a result, students’ current expectations for sleep
are an accurate basis for what they will experience as a CPA.
Mental health and happiness are where CPAs and students differ the most. Students can
expect to feel less intense feelings of emotional drainage and overwhelming workload
throughout the course of the year, but they will experience a bigger increase between regular
and busy hours compared to what they are experiencing now.
The following table summarizes the student groups most comparable to CPAs in terms of
mental health intensity
and change:
Table 1: Most Prepared Students

Limitations
This survey was sent to CPAs in the midst of busy season, whereas students were recalling
past experiences for finals week, which could result in inconsistencies in the data. Furthermore,
the length of busy hours varies; students only have a week of finals, while CPAs experience weeks
and even months of busy season. Students can choose how long they want to study, but CPAs do
not necessarily have a choice for how many hours they put in. Additionally, the factors behind
each respondent’s answers may not have to do with work or school, it could be a result of things
going on at home, etc. Finally, there could be survey biases, as the survey was only sent to
Minnesota CPAs and CSBSJU accounting students.
Further Research
If I had the opportunity to expand my research, I would widen the scope of my survey
respondents to get a more accurate depiction of the general population. I would look into the
causes of stress to determine what makes students and CPAs feel the way they do. That way, I
could determine ways to pinpoint negative feelings and identify proper ways to deal with them.
I also think it would be interesting to investigate differences between firms, whether it be
between public and private firms, or Big 4 versus midsize public accounting firms.
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