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Definition of a Professional Accountant 
The focus group discussed who should be included in the International Accounting Education 
Standards. The current standards focus on accountants who work in public practice, business and 
industry, government, nonprofit organization, academia—and whose roles range from accounting 
technicians to CFOs, partners in international firms, university faculty, and government regulators. 
Key areas of the discussion included: 
• Certified and working in the public interest—the focus group agreed that, at a minimum, 

anyone currently certified as an accountant and working in the public interest should be covered 
by the standards. 

• Continuum of roles—the group discussed that there is a continuum of roles that ranges from 
certified and serving the public interest to those who are not certified and/or not serving the 
public interest. The group agreed that those who were not certified and not serving the public 
interest should probably not be covered by the standards. However, the group could envision 
many situations, in the middle of the two continuum extremes, that the standard should consider 
covering—and that further consideration of this point is merited. For instance an internal auditor 
might not be covered because it is not a role that serves the public interest, Director of Financial 
Reporting of a publicly traded company might be covered since it involves responsibility for 
preparing the financial statements of an organization accountable to the public, an accounting 
manager for a governmental or not for profit organization whose charter is related to public 
interest might be covered. 

• Licensing and certification—the group articulated the need to distinguish between licensing 
and certification and determine if both should be considered when writing the standard. The 
degree of public interest involved might help this determination. 

Approach to Level of Standards 
There is a wide diversity of culture, language, educational and social systems in the 118 countries 
represented by IFAC member bodies. The focus group considered and discussed three possible 
approaches to standard-setting in such a diverse environment: (1) Set minimum threshold standards 
that all must comply with, with the expectation that some will exceed the threshold. (2) Set higher 
standards that will be achievable by some, but aspirational for others. (3) Set tiered standards similar 
to the idea of a reduced set of financial reporting standards for small and medium enterprises. 
• Set minimum threshold standards (option 1)—the group discussed all three options and 

eventually reached consensus on option 1. The group further cautioned that implementation of 
the option needed to occur over time for it to be effective. 

• Credibly and responsibly practiced—the group discussed the diversity that exists around the 
world and the challenge involved in setting minimum acceptable thresholds, but agreed it was 
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important to set a level at or above which one would be considered to be “credibly and 
responsibly practicing.” 

• Principles or guidelines based—further, the group suggested that the threshold should be 
defined in a principles or guidelines-based way to accommodate the diversity. 

• “Must do” standard—the group discussed the need for the standard to be enforceable and 
“must do” and not “must consider” in order for it to be meaningful. This was one point that was 
cited as a reason to favor option 1 over option 2. 

Input versus Output Measures 
The education standards cover pre-qualification education, required practical experience, and 
continuing professional development.  The standards currently include a mix of: (1) input 
requirements (such as a minimum of 3 years of practical experience, which may be reduced to 2 
years with an accounting graduate degree); and (2) output requirements (such as information 
technology competencies that should be demonstrated). Due to ease of measurement, compliance 
with the standards currently is tracked only for the input requirements. 
• Output: list of standards—the group discussed the need to avoid creating a long “laundry list” 

of standards that would become meaningless and might not necessarily apply around the world. 
One option discussed is to consider having each country define its output (e.g., CPA exam in 
the US). In addition, when one considered specialization, any list that would be created would 
be too broad and become meaningless. 

• Required years of experience—the group discussed the varying standards that countries and 
US states, have around combinations of hours/years of experience, graduate degrees, etc. The 
group discussed the possibility of having a tiered approach to this part of the standard so that 
various countries/US states would have time to migrate their standard close to a minimum that 
would be set. In addition, this approach would allow for those with more stringent standards to 
continue to adhere to those standards. 

Convergence 
There are significant international differences in how and when qualification as a professional 
accountant takes place. For example, some countries emphasize education under the auspices of a 
professional body and mentored practical experience; others emphasize accounting education 
through Universities and deemphasize practical experience. As a second example, some countries 
recognize professional accountants at an early stage in their career (e.g., at the entry level); others 
recognize professional accountants at a later stage (e.g., at the point of signing audit opinions for a 
professional auditor). The group discussed whether the IAESB should encourage convergence to a 
single set of educational requirements. 
• Complex and time consuming—the group discussed the challenges around the current 

diversity of standards around the world. The group agreed that the standard needed to set a level 
such that every country would be able to achieve it. The current standards vary so greatly that 
the process to converge the standard will be complex and take several years to achieve—to start, 
consider setting a minimum threshold as part of a phased in approach. Principles based 
statements would best help them move towards convergence. 

 


