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Definition 

A professional accountant is: 

An individual who has achieved and demonstrated an appropriate level of professional 

competence in the field of accountancy, through education, practical experience, and 

assessment, and who: 

 Develops and maintains professional competence through Continuing Professional 

Development (CPD); 

 Acts in the public interest; 

 Complies with a Code of Ethics; and  

 Is subject to regulation by a professional accountancy organization or regulatory organization. 

Professional accountants may use various accounting qualifications and can be differentiated by 

their roles, responsibilities, experience, and services provided. 

Explanatory Guidance 

Key terms have the following meaning: 

1. Accountancy – a field of practice involving the management, measurement, recognition, 

preparation, analysis, and disclosure of reliable financial and relevant non-financial information, 

or auditing of or provision of assurance and advisory services on financial information and, where 

applicable, non-financial information.  Such information assists internal and external decision-

makers, stakeholders, and regulators in making and evaluating resource allocation and 

investment decisions.  The field of accountancy involves practice in a broad range of areas, 

including accounting, financial reporting, control systems, auditing, finance, financial 

management, taxation, strategic planning, business and financial advice, risk management and 

management processes. 

2. Appropriate level of professional competence – The ability to perform a role to a defined 

standard. Professional competence goes beyond knowledge of principles, standards, concepts, 

facts, and procedures; it is the integration and application of (a) technical competence, (b) 

professional skills, and (c) professional values, ethics, and attitudes.  

3. Public interest  

Public interest is the net benefits derived for, and procedural rigor employed on behalf of, all 

society in relation to any action, decision or policy.  Public includes, in its broadest sense, 

investors, shareholders, business owners, consumers, suppliers, taxpayers, electorates and 

citizens.  There is an obligation to act in the public interest regardless of the professional 

accountant’s proximity to these different groupings. 

4. Code of Ethics 

A professional accountant should comply with a Code of Ethics (e.g., the IESBA Code of Ethics 

for Professional Accountants).  Some jurisdictions may have requirements and guidance that 

differ from those contained in the IESBA Code of Ethics.  Professional accountants in those 
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jurisdictions need to be aware of  the differences, but should comply with the more stringent of 

the requirements and guidance unless prohibited by law or regulation 

5. Regulation by a professional accountancy organization or regulatory organization   

The professional accountant: 

(a) has membership in a professional accountancy organization; or 

(b) is bound by another regulatory organization  (e.g., a licensing, regulatory, or certifying 

body); or 

(c) both. 

The professional accountant agrees to comply with the organization’s standards and ethical 

codes, and is subject to disciplinary action for violations, including, for example, revocation of any 

license, certification, or membership.  In many jurisdictions, the provision of certain services (e.g. 

audit) requires specific licensing whereas other services (e.g. tax preparation) may not.  Aspects 

of enforcement often vary from jurisdiction to jurisdiction.  

6. Differentiated by roles, responsibilities, experience, and services provided  

Differentiation based on these factors permits jurisdictions to categorize, and establish separate 

requirements (e.g., registration, or oversight) for, different types of professional accountants.  For 

example, categorization based on areas of competence permits jurisdictions to implement 

licensing requirements for auditors that may differ from those for assurance providers, tax 

consultants, preparers of financial information or financial advisors.  Similarly, differences based 

on roles and responsibilities allow jurisdictions to determine different ethical obligations for 

professional accountants in practice (i.e. in a firm that provides professional services) and 

professional accountants in business (i.e. employed or engaged in an executive or non-executive 

capacity in areas such as commerce, industry, service, the public sector, education, the not for 

profit sector, regulatory bodies, or professional bodies). 

 


