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IMPLEMENTATION SUPPORT MATERIALS 

ILLUSTRATIVE EXAMPLE: DESIGNING LEARNING OUTCOMES FOR CURRICULA THAT CATER TO  

PUBLIC SECTOR ACCOUNTANCY NEEDS 

 

This example is grounded in the Learning Outcomes approach which “embodies the idea that learning and 

development experiences are most effective when based on what the individual needs to demonstrate”i. 

More specifically, it illustrates how International Education Standards (IESs) may be implemented and 

adapted to create curricula that cater to the needs of professional accountants in the public sector and 

identifies gaps therein that may be considered in the preparation of related curricula. As such, it addresses 

the design element of the Learning Outcomes approach in the context of public sector accountancy. 

This document is substantiated by extensive research and engagement with key public sector 

stakeholders. The focus is on Technical Competence as our findings suggest that this is the area of the 

Standards that is most perceived to be oriented towards private sector theory and where, despite the 

substantial common ground, significant differences exist between the latter and its public sector 

counterpart. Notwithstanding the aforementioned, further research into public sector accounting 

education is called for, namely in (a) other areas of the IESs and (b) proficiency levels. 

 

 

Fundamental  
Concepts 
 

It is essential that, at the outset, public sector accounting curricula address certain key concepts 
that are core to understanding the public sector role and the ensuing accounting information 
needs associated with it. As such, these concepts underlie the various competence areas and 
impact the related learning outcomes. They include primarily: 
 
 Objectives of the public sector organization: While a private sector organization is managed 

with a profit motive where the key stakeholder to satisfy is the investors, a public sector 
organization is managed with the objective of optimizing public service delivery - in light of, 
inter alia, national agenda and resource constraints - where the key stakeholder to satisfy is 
the “citizen”. In this context, economic and social impact is a key parameter of public sector 
performance. 
 

 Financing sources: Financing is a particular element of public sector operations. The 
government enjoys a unique authority to impose taxes to generate revenues, enjoys 
monopolistic powers over the sales of certain rights, goods and services - besides its access 
to other non-tax sources, but not to equity financing. Therefore, while in a private sector 
setting, it is the customer value proposition that drives the revenue stream, the public sector 
revenue stream is shaped by such factors as macroeconomic policy and social development 
among others. 

 
 Mandating environment: Public sector governance structures, encompassing the legislative, 

judicial and managerial functions, create distinctive mechanisms and public policy setting 
requirements and processes all of which aim to ensure accountability for the management 
of public funds and resources, for the quality of public services, and for the advancement of 
the national agenda. The functionality of such a system creates distinct information needs. 
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 Assurance focus: As aforementioned, in a public service environment, accountability extends 
beyond financial performance to comprise answerability for the efficient and effective 
management of public funds and resources, the quality of public service delivery, and the 
realization of economic and development objectives. This broader concept of accountability 
impacts the nature of assurance needed by the different stakeholders and the related 
assurance services and objectives.  

 
 Commitment of the professional accountant: Based on the aforementioned, the 

commitment of the professional accountant extends beyond merely the “public interest”. In 
a public sector context, the professional accountant’s role impacts how public resources are 
managed and to what end and how this management is monitored. To this effect, the 
professional accountant has a responsibility to enhance the effectiveness and the 
transparency of public governance systems and an ensuing commitment to strong “public 
accountability”. 

 

 

NOTE: The following table should be read in conjunction with Table A of IES 2 Initial Professional Development – 

Technical Competence (2015). 

Competence 

Area /  

 Issue 

 

Adaptation to Public Sector Accountancy 

(a) Financial 

accounting 

and reporting 

(Intermediate) 

 

The existing learning outcomes pertaining to financial accounting and reporting are very relevant 

to the public sector context notwithstanding some gaps.  

As per the existing standards, the professional accountant should have the competence to apply 

“relevant standards to transactions and other events”. The bodies of standards relevant to the 

public sector generally include International Public Sector Accounting Standards (IPSAS) and 

European Public Sector Accounting Standards (EPSAS), and / or other standards pertinent to the 

accountant’s role and jurisdiction. Accordingly, present references in the IESs to “IFRS” can be 

read as “IPSAS”, “EPSAS”, or otherwise as required.  

Additionally and for their deeper understanding, professional accountants within the public 

sector may be familiarized with the key differences between public and private sector accounting 

particularly given that the private sector is a key economic constituent holding a variety of ties to 

the public sector: as a taxpayer, a customer, a supplier, a partner (public-private partnerships), a 

lender, etc… 

(b) 

Management 

accounting 

(Intermediate) 

 

In substance, the existing management accounting learning outcomes are quite relevant to the 

public sector role notwithstanding a number of gaps. 

Firstly, private sector references (ex. ‘business segment’) can be read with public sector 

alternatives in mind (ex. ‘division’, ‘department’, ‘agency’, ‘program’, etc…). 

Second, while the existing learning outcomes list budgeting and forecasting as one among four 

examples of techniques that support decision making, in a public sector curriculum the budgeting 

process should weigh much more heavily – particularly that it is used as a mechanism for 

expenditure authorization – and not just as a planning and control tool.. 
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Additionally, with regard to the performance evaluation learning outcome, accountants should 

be able to assess and report on the status of public financial management in accordance with the 

Public Expenditure and Financial Accountability (PEFA) methodology as a prerequisite to reform 

planning, performance management and improvement, and progress monitoring – all of which 

are critical aspects  of the public sector accounting role. 

(c) Finance 

and financial 

management  

(Intermediate) 

 

Notwithstanding the general applicability of the learning outcomes in this competence area, 

there are a few fundamental gaps.  

Most importantly, the sources of financing available differ between the public and private 

sectors. Professional accountants should understand and evaluate the different sources of 

revenue that fund government activities, whether tax revenues or non-tax sources such sales and 

service revenues, grants, aid, licenses, fines, levies, bond and treasury markets, and other 

borrowing. Additionally, investments are assessed in light of not only financial returns but 

developmental and macroeconomic effects as well. 

It is therefore important to estimate public revenues and expenditures over the short run and 

the long run and comprehend related (both short-term and long-term) organizational financial 

objectives as well as financial and investment policies and understand their relationships to the 

different sources of income and macroeconomic management. 

Another key issue in this area relates to pricing. While in the private sector, pricing strategies 

target optimization of profits, the objective in a public sector setting is cost recovery – often only 

partially. 

(d) Taxation 

(Intermediate) 

 

Taxation is obviously a very relevant competence area to public sector accountancy. However, 

the IESs approach it from a private sector perspective (payment of taxes); the public sector angle 

(collection of taxes), which is quite different, is entirely absent. 

In this area, taxation as a source of revenue generation is a distinctive feature of public sector 

financial management. Therefore, while in the private sector the accountant’s role comprises 

mostly  tax calculation, return preparation, and advisory services, in a public sector context a 

deeper understanding of taxation is required in terms of inter alia: (a) taxation modelling theory 

as it pertains to revenue generation economic management, social development, and 

macroeconomic policy, (b) types of taxes and collection agencies as well as other elements of 

taxation systems, (c) national taxation compliance and filing requirements, (d) the differences 

between tax planning, tax avoidance, and tax evasion, and (e) the impact on the individual and 

business taxpayers’ finances. 

(e) Audit and  

assurance 

(Intermediate) 

  

  

The learning outcomes in this competence area are certainly relevant to financial audits in the 

public sector. That being said, financial audits are not the only focus of public sector assurance 

services, and thus learning outcomes pertinent to such additional types of assurance 

engagements are absent from the existing IESs. 

More specifically, public sector audits are carried out in a different regulatory framework – as 

compared to the private sector – and they aim to capture the three aspects of public sector 

accountability: (a) Financial reporting, (b) compliance with authorities, and (c) the economical, 

efficient and effective management of public funds and resources. Accordingly, there is an 

emphasis on other than financial statement audits such as compliance audits, performance 

audits, value for money audits, and internal audits. An understanding, therefore, of the 

distinctive nature, objectives, scope, approach, and implications on professional liability of each 

of these services is essential along with applicable standards besides International Standards on 
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Auditing. Examples include International Standards of Supreme Audit Institutions (ISSAI), Internal 

Audit Standards, and Value-for-Money Standards. 

Moreover, the ability to evaluate the integrated results of the different audit evaluations further 

enhances the policy-setting and decision-making and thus the professional accountant’s added 

value to these processes.  

It is noteworthy that an understanding of how the audit role as described compares with its 

counterpart in the private sector further deepens the professional accountant’s knowledge in 

this area. 

(f) 

Governance, 

risk 

management 

and internal 

control 

(Intermediate) 

With the exception of the use of the terms ‘owners’ and ‘investors’, the learning outcomes in this 

competence area are very pertinent to the public sector context. However, there is a need to 

highlight certain specificities with regard to funding, operations, organizational structures, and 

control mechanisms that characterize the public sector.  

The government is much larger than any private sector entity and given the ties between its 

different units, the governance system (including its processes and controls) is much more 

extensive and intricate.  Moreover, public sector entities are governed by statutory and common 

laws – not company laws. Authority is granted by legislation (ultra vires) rather than the articles 

of association. Oversight is exercised by the applicable legislature rather than a board of 

directors. The stakeholders are different - primary among whom is the citizen (not the investor), 

and ensuing concerns, rights and responsibilities are different and exercised differently as well. 

Organizational objectives are centered around public service, and accountability issues follow 

suit. These factors, among others, create a unique risk environment and shape information and 

reporting needs, disclosure and transparency requirements, and audit objectives. In other words, 

they frame the professional accountant’s role and must be emphasized accordingly. 

 

 

i IAESB Guiding Principles for Implementing a Learning Outcomes Approach. 

                                                           


