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Case Synopsis 

This case study is an in-class group exercise designed to take thirty to forty-five minutes during an 

introductory financial accounting course after fundamental principles and financial statements have been 

covered.  The assignment is based on a short segment from “The Accountant” (Dubuque and O’Connor, 

2016)—a 2016 feature film starring Ben Affleck as Christian Wolff, a forensic accountant and CPA who 

also works for organized crime.  The segment, however, does not involve the violent aspects of his role.  

The segment shows, instead, his work as a forensic accountant who is hired to examine the financial 

statements of a fast-growing private company (Living Robotics) after an internal accountant (Dana 

Cummings played by Anna Kendrick) raises questions about the company’s financial reporting.  Although 

the audience has every reason to believe that Chris is an accomplished accountant with exceptional 

analytical skills, he (or more accurately, the scriptwriter) makes several mistakes in his explanation of his 

conclusions.  This short case requires that students identify those errors and re-write the script to correct 

them. 

Teaching Objectives 

Although the protagonist’s errors are basic, they are not obvious to the casual observer.  The objectives of 

the case are (1) that students view the clip critically and carefully to identify the errors, and (2) that students 

apply their recently acquired understanding of accrual accounting and its vocabulary in assessing the 

accuracy of the dialogue and correcting it.  The case focuses specifically on the accrual basis versus cash 

flows and on the meaning of EBITDA as it relates to depreciation and capital expenditures. 

Appropriate Courses 

The case study is intended for use in an introductory financial accounting course that includes the statement 

of cash flows in addition to the balance sheet and income statement.  We use it in our introductory MBA 

course after coverage of transactions analysis and financial statement construction, but before financial 

statement analysis.  The case would also be suitable at the beginning of a financial statement analysis 

course. 

Student Performance and Reaction 

The case is best used at the intersection of statement construction and financial statement analysis.  Using 

the Balance Sheet Equation, students can see how financial transactions affect the three key financial 

statements and deepen their understanding of the differences between income and cash flows.  This exercise 

challenges them to think about what transactions would/would not affect these statements.  In an assignment 

feedback questionnaire, students agreed with the following statements: 

• Increased knowledge of the connection between financial statements, 

• Increased awareness of financial fraud detection, and 

• Challenged them to think critically. 

 

http://www.nacva.com/JFIA
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Comments included: 

• Interactive way to execute the assignment; 

• While my accounting skills were not quite ready to spot errors, the discussion increased my 

understanding of the relationships between the statements; 

• The case really helped me understand the practical application of cash flow and income statements 

and balance sheet; and  

• I enjoyed this opportunity to apply accounting concepts in a medium outside of the classroom. 

The schematics provided are particularly helpful in an MBA program with a large international population.  

Given the high number of international students, and recognizing that all students learn differently, visuals 

can help in understanding the connections among the three financial statements. 

Extension: Benford’s Law 

For students interested in fraud detection, an additional point in the movie clip includes Chris’s identifying 

the frequent appearance of the number three in the second position in a supplier’s invoices.  He explains 

this irregular pattern in the numbers to Dana. 

Frank Benford, an engineer with a passion for mathematics, discovered that the first digit of twenty random 

lists of numbers, such as those taken from the front pages of newspapers, population numbers or cost data, 

was not evenly distributed, which would mean that one to nine would each appear first in 11.1% of the 

numbers.  Instead, they followed a pattern of declining frequency from digit one to nine (Benford, 1938).  

This finding also is also expected when applied to financial data.  Later, an analysis of the second-place 

digit—as pointed out in the movie—to the fourth-place digit was added. (Nigrini, 2001) 

The table below shows that according to Benford’s Law, on average, the first digit one appears 30.1% of 

the time, the first digit two in 17.6% of numbers, and the first digit nine in 4.6% of the numbers.  This 

pattern means that almost half of the numbers start with the digits one or two.  The second digit three in the 

movie is expected in 10.4% of numbers, but Chris Wolff identified that it appeared far more frequently in 

the questionable financial transactions that Dana had discovered. 

 Probabilities 

Digit 1st Digit 2nd Digit 3rd Digit 4th Digit 

0 NA 0.11968 0.10178 0.10018 

1 0.30103 0.11389 0.10138 0.10014 

2 0.17609 0.10882 0.10097 0.10010 

3 0.12494 0.10433 0.10057 0.10006 

4 0.09691 0.10031 0.10018 0.10002 

5 0.07918 0.09668 0.09979 0.09998 

6 0.06695 0.09337 0.09940 0.09994 

7 0.05799 0.09035 0.09902 0.09990 

8 0.05115 0.08757 0.09864 0.09986 

9 0.04576 0.08500 0.09827 0.09982 

Source: Nigrini, Mark (2001). A Taxpayer Compliance Application of Benford’s Law, Journal of the American 

Taxation Association 18(1): 74. 

Financial data that do not follow the expected distribution of first and second digits raise a suspicion of 

manipulation.  Further analysis is, however, required to establish actual manipulation by management. 
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Case  

Introduction 

Living Robotics, a company that produces prosthetics, has been experiencing rapid growth both in the 

private sector as well as through government contracts, fitting veterans who have lost limbs in explosions 

in war zones.  A junior accountant in the company, Dana Cummings, has found some questionable financial 

transactions and brought them to the attention of her supervisor.  As a result, Christian Wolff, a forensic 

accountant, has been brought in by the founder of the company, Lamar Blackburn, to do a forensic audit.  

Blackburn has always been more concerned about the social mission of the company than making a profit.  

His goal is to enhance the lives of those who have suffered the loss of limbs through ever more advanced 

prosthetics.  The CFO, Ed Chilton, close friend of Blackburn, has always handled the business end of things 

while the founder focused on advancing the technology in this space.  He has been with the company since 

the beginning.  Chilton is unhappy with an outsider being brought in to the company, and the meeting 

between Wolff and Chilton is anything but cordial.  Wolff has asked for fifteen years of financial records 

(the time that Chilton has been CFO).   

Chris begins to go over years-worth of financial statements for the company.  (His autism found its outlet 

in numbers, and he is adept at unraveling financial records.)  As he looks through the statements, he quickly 

discovers that things do not “add up.”  Where to go from here?   

Assignment 

You have been provided with a clip from the movie, both in video and hard copy.  After watching the movie 

clip and studying the section of the screenplay related to the clip, identify any accounting issues that do not 

seem to make sense.  Working in teams of four, come up with two issues that seem to contradict your 

knowledge of financial statements, and rewrite the script to reflect a more accurate representation of the 

accounting issues at hand.  (Instructors can obtain the solution from the co-authors.)   
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Int. Creative Robotics—Chris’ Office—Morning 

Dana stands in the doorway... staring... stunned. 

The dry-erase boards (and a portion of wall) packed with red and black... thousands upon thousands of 

numbers, names.  The numbers collide, flow across the boards... some written large, some small... strangely 

beautiful... a veritable financial Jackson Pollock. 

Chris stands where both boards meet, lost in thought, repeatedly circling the sole empty space available. 

DANA 

(soft) Chris? 

He turns to her; his unshaven face brightens. 

CHRIS 

Come take a look! 

He’s across the room in a snap, grabs her wrist, and half walks, half drags a surprised Dana through 

hundreds of strewn ledger pages to the boards.  She looks at his hands, his shirt, stained from marker... the 

destroyed annual reports. 

CHRIS 

It’ll jump right out at you. 

She’s confronted with indecipherable boards. 

DANA 

(confused nod) Uh-huh... 

He moves quickly to the bottom far left-hand side of the boards and a circled figure... raps his knuckles on 

it. 

CHRIS 

Creative ten years ago.  Earnings before interest, tax, depreciation. $14,495,719. 

He moves right, another circled figure, raps his knuckles. 

CHRIS 

Nine years ago.  Earnings before taxes and depreciation?  Revenues go up, profits go down.  Down? 

Dana stares at him, at the board... amazed. 

He moves about the board, underlining various numbers... 

CHRIS 

No large capital expenditures dragging profits down.  No spike in raw materials or labor costs... 

Continues to move... raps a third circle, and a fourth... 

CHRIS 

Year eight... profits and revenues both go up, but not at a commensurate fashion.  X no longer equals Y. 

Her eyes race, trying to keep up... failing.  He slams circled figures on the second board... 

CHRIS 

Six, five, four, three!  You’re making money, but there’s a leak... and... 

He hustles the length of both boards, underlining figures... 

CHRIS 

A leak is. 

She studies the name scrawled near the number. 

DANA 

Fluent Manufacturing. (beat) 
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CHRIS 

Who authorizes it? 

DANA 

Ed... Mr. Chilton. 

Chris shrugs, only mildly interested in Ed, starts to speak— 

DANA 

(more) They make electronic assemblies for the consumer division. 

CHRIS 

No.  They don’t.  Look at this. (taps several figures) Notice anything? 

Her eyes ping-pong—nothing. He hints... taps the second number in an underlined figure... a “3.”  She 

studies... he taps again, harder. 

DANA 

Second number in each is a three. 

CHRIS 

Yeah.  Most people, when generating random numbers tend to rely subconsciously on certain patterns. 

She stares at the board, touches his arm... 

DANA 

(smiles; looks at him) I was right? 

Momentarily thrown by her touch... he recovers, steps away, struggles to re-establish eye contact, blinking. 

CHRIS 

You were. 

DANA 

(dumbfounded) I went through those ledgers for months.  I got to one fiscal year. (beat) You did fifteen.  

Overnight. 

He moves to the center of the boards and the empty circle... 

CHRIS 

(excited) None of this is even the most interesting part—The best part is… They are routing money to 

companies that don’t even exist and yet profits go up and they continue going up.  It absolutely makes no 

sense.  

DANA and CHRIS 

Where is the money coming from? 

CHRIS 

Exactly! 

DANA (cont'd) 

Is it not inventory? 

CHRIS  

Inventory turns, no. 

DANA 

Chargebacks to vendors? 

CHRIS 

No.  Perfectly in order. 
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DANA 

Internal office? 

CHRIS 

No that’s a terrible idea. 

RITA (O.S.) 

(sharp) Cummings. 

Rita in the room, staring at the boards, taken aback. 

RITA 

I believe you’re needed in whatever area I’m paying you to be needed in. 

Dana checks Chris with an embarrassed glance, heads for the door, giving Rita an apologetic smile on the 

way out.  Rita slowly approaches the boards... looks at Chris. 

RITA 

And? 

Chris points to circled figures, quickly adding in his head. 

CHRIS 

One million, three hundred forty-five... two million, three hundred ninety-seven... four million... 

He ticks off the remaining eight circles as if they were elementary school math, doing impossible figures 

in seconds. 

CHRIS 

Sixty-one million, six hundred and seventy-nine thousand...(uncharacteristic)...and some change. 

Rita stiffens, nods. 

RITA 

Who did it?  Best guess? 

CHRIS 

I don’t guess. 

She squares up to him, confrontational.  She looks at him for a beat, the boards... turns to go. 

RITA 

You’ll have a report for me? 

CHRIS 

When I’m finished, yes. 

He looks at her, away, then back... nods. 


