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Proposal for Specialisation Discussion Paper or Guideline 
 
Issue  
 
The IFAC Education Committee issued a paper in September 1992 titled “Discussion 
Paper – Specialisation in the Accounting Profession”.  Specialisation as a subject area has 
increased in priority in the Committee’s list of strategic projects.  The Discussion Paper 
still in issue requires to be reviewed.  
 
Project Objectives 
 
1. To review the 1992 Discussion Paper and consider whether any of its content is 

still relevant.   
 
2. Create a Discussion Paper or Guideline on the area of specialisation written against 

the background of IES 1 – 7 and considering the many different initiatives 
member bodies have pursued in supporting specialist activity.   

 
Scope of Project  
 
The Committee is in the process of finalising an Exposure Draft in one area of 
specialisation, auditing.  Professional accountants have developed many other specialist 
activities some of which have had formal learning and qualifications developed in 
parallel.  The Committee requires to create a framework of the issues to be considered in 
member bodies developing specialisations, and for the Committee itself to address in 
developing other specialisation projects beyond that in auditing.  These issues should 
encompass the broad spectrum of approaches, ranging from providing services to 
members aligning themselves with a specific specialist area (special interest/faculty) 
through to specialist designations or credentials.     
 
IFAC member bodies have developed programmes in areas such as taxation, insolvency, 
corporate finance, auditing, International Financial Reporting Standards, and personal 
financial planning.  Some of these programmes have been capped by a designation or 
qualification closely tied to local statutory requirements, others have been created to 
match members’ needs in particular areas.  There have been some attempts at sharing 
learning and qualifications between institutes and there have also been some attempted 
specialisation qualifications which have not been successful.  There is a wealth of 
experience amongst member bodies in this area and much of that has in fact been gained 
since 1992. 
 
Outline of Project 
 
A project team should be created to research models of specialised learning and 
qualifications amongst member bodies.  This research should examine successes and 
failures with a view to discussing the lessons to be learned and suggesting examples of 
good practice.  The project team should be balanced to represent users of accounting 
services, member body education secretariat, Forum of Firms members, and academics.   
 
The research should include considering the following:  

• Canadian programmes (CICA) 
• US programmes (AICPA) 
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• Faculties (ICAEW) 
• Joint examinations and designations (UK-Insolvency) 
• New Zealand feasibility study (ICANZ) 
• Experiences in India (ICAI) 
• Alliances (Canada) 

 
Review of the 1992 Discussion Paper on Specialisation  
 
A commentary of the 1992 Discussion Paper on Specialisation is attached.  This shows 
that there are some relevant discussion paragraphs but that much of the material has 
been superseded by change in business practices, the Standards project (using different 
terminology), and member bodies own innovations and development.   
 
It is recommended that on conclusion of this project the 1992 Discussion Paper on 
Specialisation is withdrawn and replaced by a new Discussion Paper or Guideline.  The 
decision as to whether it is a Discussion Paper or Guideline should be deferred until a 
more detailed project plan and initial research has been carried out.   
 
Timeline  
 
February 2005  Agreement of initial project plan and identification of task force. 
June 2005 Detailed project plan. 
October 2005  Research amongst member bodies of examples of good practice and 

drafting of outline headings and sections of proposed Discussion 
Paper/Guideline.   

 
A further timeline to be developed at that stage.  This has the potential for being a large 
project and until some initial research has been carried out it will be difficult to assess 
just how large the project may turn out to be.  
 
Budget 
 
The project team require to decide whether this is a project which could be carried out 
under the resources of the Committee and IFAC Secretariat or whether an external 
researcher is required.  
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Review of Discussion Paper  
“Specialization in the Accounting Profession” July 1992 

 
 
Paragraph 1  
Specialisation now exists in many areas of the profession and so paragraph is outdated.  
 
Paragraph 2 
Education Committee should define what is meant by Specialisation.  
 
Paragraph 3 
Some relevance but also dated in the suggestion that member bodies can actually control 
specialisation.   
 
Paragraph  4 
Still relevant but should be written from the perspective of globalisation and 
harmonisation.   
 
Paragraph 5 
Largely outdated and overtaken by other events.  Should be redrafted to consider current 
environment.   
 
Paragraph 6 
A number of interesting bullet points some of which are still relevant and which could be 
expanded in light of experiences of member bodies.   
 
Paragraph 7 
Not relevant.   
 
Paragraph 8 
Many examples of cost/benefit have been experienced by some member bodies.  
Learning from these experiences in developing practical cases would be useful to show 
good practice.   
 
Paragraph 9 
Self evident and does not add much to the Discussion Paper. 
 
Paragraph 10 
This tends to treat Specialisation as a new departure.  Specialisation has always existed 
and the question often asked now is where do you find a generalist.  Paragraph 10 is 
therefore probably not relevant now.   
 
Paragraph 11 
This is out of date as it links specialisation to a qualification.  This need not be the case.   
 
Paragraph 12 
An interesting point and one worth researching perhaps by comparison with other 
professions to see how they have made accommodation for specialisations.   
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Paragraph 13 
Competence of members must be seen now within the context of IES7 and therefore 
both this paragraph and a number of other sections need to refer to mandatory CPD and 
in particular output methodology.   
 
Paragraph 14 
Specialist qualifications are one important area and there certainly needs to be some 
discussion of qualifications which can be developed, and how these sit on top of the 
underlying core qualification.   
 
Paragraph 15 
The environment has changed since this was written and so the paragraphs require to be 
updated significantly.  
 
Paragraph 16 
Not applicable.  
 
Paragraph 17 
Evolutionary nature of specialisation is a subject worth discussing and developing.  
Discussion on functional areas could easily be extended much further.   
 
Paragraph 19 
Sectoral specialisation should be developed further.   
 
Paragraph 20 
This touches on the area of different competencies attained by individuals dependent on 
their work environment.  This should be redrafted with a view to considering 
competencies and IES 1 – 7.   
 
Paragraph 21 
The research should consider whether there is such a thing as a general practitioner.   
 
Paragraph 22  
The reality of market recognition is an important point and one that could be developed.   
 
Paragraph 23 
Member bodies differ in their approach to considering groups of members as well as 
individual members.  The research needs to assess the issue of recognition of the 
individual or recognition of a group of individuals, and any associated issues with non 
professional accountants.  
 
Paragraph 24 
Now superseded by  IES 1 – 7 and Exposure Draft project on auditing education.   
 
Paragraph 25 
Still relevant and could be rewritten on the basis of experience.   
 
Paragraph 26 
Probably superseded by IES 1 – 6.   
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Paragraph 27 
Needs to be rewritten in a context of IES7.  
 
Paragraphs 28-29 
It is not clear that these paragraphs are necessary.  
 
Paragraphs 30-31 
Probably outside the remit of the Education Committee.   
 
Paragraph 32 
Broadly still appropriate.   
 
Paragraph 33 
Superseded and needs to be rewritten.   
 
Conclusion to the Review  
 
There are still a number of areas within the paper which are either relevant or cover 
appropriate areas for further elaboration in a context of 2005 and more recent 
developments in Education Standards, globalisation and harmonisation.  The structure of 
the 1992 Discussion Paper is not particularly helpful and it is recommended that it 
should be planned to create a new form of discussion or guidance structured in a way to 
deal with the environment in 2005.   
 
The paper is written in abstract whereas the Committee now have the opportunity to use 
actual examples providing electronic links to specialisations developed by member bodies 
successfully.   
  
 
 


