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Committee: IAESB Consultative Advisory Group 

Meeting Location: ICJCE Headquarters, Madrid, Spain 

Meeting Date: September 16-17, 2013, beginning at 08:30 am 

SUBJECT: Definition of the Professional Accountant – Issues and 
Proposals of the IAESB Task Force (09/13)  

 

INTRODUCTION 

1. This paper provides: (1) background on the project to develop the definition of the 

professional accountant; (2) information to assist the CAG in discussing issues related to the 

development of the definition of the professional accountant; and (3) advice to the CAG on 

discussions within the IAESB about this definition. 

2. The agenda item contains the following materials:  

 

Agenda Item 7-1 

 

Revision of this definition of the professional accountant - Issues 

and Proposals of IAESB Task Force (09/13). 

Agenda Item 7-2 Proposed draft of the revised definition of the professional 

accountant. 

BACKGROUND  

3. Currently, the IFAC defines a professional accountant as “an individual who is a member of 

an IFAC member body.” This definition resides in the IAESB Glossary of Terms, as well as 

the IESBA Code of Ethics for Professional Accountants and the IAASB Glossary of Terms. In 

developing the definition, several key issues and considerations were taken into account.  

Problems with the existing definition 

4. The problems with the current definition can be summarized as follows:  

(i) it does not convey an understanding of the roles and functions of the professional 
accountant, and therefore does not assist in the public’s understanding of the term 

(ii) its application and meaning varies across jurisdictions 

(iii) it has the tendency to be circular and confusing. This confusion is often exacerbated 
in the translation process.  

(iv) it lacks specificity relative to non-professional accountants involved in the financial 
reporting process 

(v) it may imply that the individual is “regulated” by the IFAC member body (which is not 
uniformly the case across IFAC membership) or it may imply that IFAC has certain 
regulatory capabilities not within the scope of the IFAC mandate or its resources 

(vi) it does not acknowledge that professional standards are adopted and enforced at the 
national/regional/state level through many different professional and regulatory 
arrangements 

(vii) it is often understood through custom and practice to apply only to the auditing side of 
the profession, and is sometimes seen as failing to address members of other 
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organizations (other than IFAC member bodies) or individuals subject to qualification 
and oversight. 

5. A revised definition of the professional accountant would be expected to consider the 

following:  

(i) include members of organizations other than IFAC member bodies and individuals 

who meet jurisdictional qualification requirements and are subject to oversight 

(ii) facilitate the identification of the primary users of professional standards set by the 

independent standard-setting boards supported by IFAC (e.g. auditors, professional 

accountants in business), regardless of whether they belong to an IFAC member 

body.  

(iii) provide some guidance at the national or jurisdictional level by enabling a clearer 

understanding of the potential users of international standards.  

(iv) provide an understanding of the breadth of competence and functions that can be 

demonstrated by professional accountants.  

(v) be brief, easy-to-understand, and provide the general public with a broad 

understanding of the field of accountancy.  

(vi) clarify that other terms may be used within jurisdictions to refer to those meeting the 

definition of professional accountant, and such terms may be based on local law or 

regulation. 

Project Progress 

8. In November 2009, the chairs of IFAC’s committees and the independent standard-setting 

boards IFAC supports identified the need to assess the current definition of the term 

professional accountant. The chairs discussed a number of issues with the current definition 

and concluded that a task force should be established to 1) evaluate the current definition, 

and 2) determine whether an alternative could be developed for further consideration. 

9. In March 2010, IFAC formed a task force comprised of a volunteer and a staff member from 

each of the boards and committees. The task force met on three occasions via 

teleconference and provided input to IFAC staff regarding the key issues that should be 

considered to assist staff in the development of this paper. The task force exchanged ideas 

through a series of informal discussion papers that noted various debates and perspectives. 

Through the outcomes of these discussions, IFAC staff developed a paper in January 2011.  

10. The progress of the development of the definition and the IFAC staff paper were discussed 

in November 2011, at the meeting of chairs of IFAC’s committees and the independent 

standard-setting boards. At that time a decision was made to cease any further work on the 

project. 

11. In June 2012 the Public Interest Oversight Board (PIOB) wrote to IFAC indicating that it 

believed that the project is important and should be completed. Consequently, the proposed 

definition was further refined in November 2012, incorporating the suggested changes and 

revisions made in response to the initial IFAC Staff paper (January 2011) as well as 

revisions suggested by the IAESB Chair, Deputy Chair, and technical staff. The status of the 

project and the PIOB letter was discussed at the November 2012 meeting of chairs of 

IFAC’s committees and the independent standard-setting boards, and it was agreed that the 

project had to be advanced by IFAC staff, and in particular the IAESB which needs the 

definition for its pronouncements. 
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Project Scope 

12. As a result of these events the IAESB has undertaken the project to develop the revised 

definition of the professional accountant with the aim of improving the clarity of its 

pronouncements; more specifically, the Framework for the International Education 

Standards for Professional Accountants (“Framework”) and its revised IESs. The revised 

definition is considered important for the completion of the project on the revision of the 

IESs because it will clarify expectations on the roles and responsibilities of the professional 

accountant.  

IAESB deliberations 

13. Building on work of IFAC’s Public Policy Group, a draft of the revised definition was 

prepared in November 2012, that incorporated the suggested changes and revisions made 

in response to the initial IFAC Staff paper (January 2011), as well as revisions suggested 

by the IAESB Chair, Deputy Chair, and technical staff.  

14. This draft definition was circulated to the IAESB Steering Committee for preliminary views. 

In general, the Steering Committee was pleased with the definition, subject to consideration 

of the following:  

 elevate the issue “of acting in the public interest” from the Explanatory Guidance 

section and include it in the definition section;  

 clarify what “a predetermined high level of competence” means in the 1st bullet of the 

definition - is competence predetermined by education standards or professional 

requirements?  

 place a stronger emphasis in the Explanatory Guidance section on the public interest 

for those professional accountants who might have responsibility for cost accounting;  

 clarify the 3rd bullet of the definition by placing greater emphasis on the professional 

accountant rather than on the IFAC member body; and  

 several editorial suggestions were proposed to improve clarity.  

 

15. The Deputy Chair prepared a paper and revised draft definition that took account of the 

IAESB Steering Committee views, for presentation to the IAESB at its meeting in March 

2013. The IAESB agreed that the draft definition was a good starting point. The Board 

endorsed the guidelines set out in paragraph 5 above.  In addition, the Board raised the 

following points: 

(a) Include explicit reference to “assessment”; 

(b) Include reference to “CPD” 

(c) Consider whether “public interest” should be given greater prominence” 

(d) Terminology used in the definition and explanatory guidance should not contradict 

those used in the IESs and other IFAC documents.  

(e) Remove reference to “expertise” because of possible legal implications of its use in 

some jurisdictions;  

 

(f) State explicitly that the professional accountant is acting in the public interest  

 

(g) Replace the word, “examinations” with “assessment” because there are various 

pathways for evaluation that can be used  
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(h) Review the phrase, “making strategic resource allocation decisions,” to improve clarity 

as this might be beyond the purview of a professional accountant 

 

(i) Remove references to IESs as they create circularity if the definition is referred to within 

the IESs.  

 

16. A Task Force was established to continue the work to develop the revised definition, taking 

account of initial IAESB comments.  A revised version was presented at the June 2013 

IAESB meeting, including Explanatory Guidance on the terms used in the revised definition.  

The Board recommended that the Task Force consider the following points during the 

redrafting:   

(a) Replace the term “pre-determined level” with “appropriate level 

(b) Separate acting in the public interest and complying to a code of ethics into two bullet 

points. 

(c) Remove the definition of education and practical experience from the explanatory 

guidance section; 

(d) Review the definitions in the explanatory guidance section to ensure consistency with 

the IAESB Glossary of Terms and ensure consistence of the terminology with the 

revised IES’s; 

(e) Replace the word, “expertise” with “experience” in the Explanatory Guidance section to 

ensure consistency; and 

(f) Enhance the understanding of how a code of ethics should be used given the IESBA’s 

Code of Ethics for Professional Accountants. 

DISCUSSION 

17. The Task Force has incorporated the Board’s views in the proposed draft of the revised 

definition and Explanatory Guidance presented in Agenda Item 7-2.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Action Requested 
1) Does the CAG agree with the terminology used in the proposed definition 

for the professional accountant? If not, why not and what issues would 
need to be addressed?  

2) Is there a way to make the definition more concise?  Does the CAG have 
any suggestions on this? 

3) Does the proposed Explanatory Guidance section provide appropriate and 
clear information to support the definition for the professional 
accountant? If not, why not; and what other areas would need additional 
explanation? 

4) Should the definition appear in the Framework, included in the IAESB’s 
Glossary of Terms, or included in both documents? 
 

5) Does the CAG have any other suggestions about how best to disseminate 

this definition, to support the IAESB’s objectives?  
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PROPOSED WAY FORWARD 
18. The advice and comments of the CAG will be included in preparing a proposed draft of the 

revised definition of the professional accountant which will be presented to the IAESB for 

discussion at its October 2013 meeting. 

 


