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This discussion paper on benchmarking is written on behalf of the IFAC International 
Accounting Education Standards Board (IAESB). The objective of the paper is to discuss 
benchmarking of the IFAC International Education Standards in view of measurable 
implementation by IFAC member bodies. The material presented here is based on the 
experience with the USAID funded Global Accounting Education Benchmarking (GAEB–
2003-2005) and Benchmarking International Standards of Transparency and 
Accountability (BISTA –2006 - 2009) projects. 
 
 
The paper will be presented to the IAESB as part of its meeting in San Diego, USA on 
11 – 13 February 2008.  
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Benchmarking IFAC International Education Standards 

Introduction  
 
This discussion paper on benchmarking is written on behalf of the IFAC International 
Accounting Education Standards Board (IAESB). The objective of the paper is to discuss 
benchmarking of the IFAC International Education Standards (IES) in view of 
measurable implementation by IFAC member bodies. The requirements of the IFAC IES 
are considered for each separate IES and for the standards as a whole. The material 
presented here is based on the experience with the USAID funded Global Accounting 
Education Benchmarking (GAEB–2003-2005) and Benchmarking International Standards 
of Transparency and Accountability (BISTA –2006 - 2009) projects. 
 
In this paper for the IAESB the following topics are addressed. 
 

• Background – USAID’s Involvement 

• Benchmarking Methodology 

• Multiple Indicators for Gap Analysis 

• IFAC IES as Benchmarks 

• Selected Results of GAEB Benchmarking 

• Discussion Points 

• Final Remarks 

Systemic benchmarking, based on international recognized standards of best practice, 
creates motivation to develop and implement strategic action plans for excellence. 

Background – USAID’s Involvement 
 
In 2003, the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) awarded a 
contract to CARANA Corporation to develop a benchmarking methodology using IFAC 
education standards.   The GAEB pilot project selected ten member professional bodies 
of the South Eastern Europe Partnership on Accountancy Development (SEEPAD). 
USAID goals were several.  One was to identify gaps in implementation and compliance 
of accounting education standards, to inform future donor allocations.  Another was the 
development of a benchmarking analytical tool, which could be replicated worldwide.   
 
GAEB benchmarks focused on SMO 2 - qualification, education and training of 
professional accountants and auditors. The results of the comprehensive benchmarking 
self-assessment and external validation method identified significant gaps in compliance 
and implementation to education standards and allowed for comparison of SEEPAD 
member bodies.  
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In 2006, USAID awarded a follow-on contract to CARANA Corporation to enhance the 
GAEB benchmarking project to encompass all of the SMOs.  This contract, BISTA, is in 
the process of this enhancement together with a groundbreaking development of an 
Accounting Development Index.   This index will rank a country’s transparency and 
accountability thus allowing for comparison and a basis for analysis of ongoing 
improvement. 

Benchmarking Methodology 
 
It is important to define benchmarking as this term is used in many different ways.   
The GAEB and BISTA projects define benchmarking as a systemic approach to 
performance improvement.  Performance improvement when applied to professional 
accountancy bodies is to close the implementation and compliance gaps. GAEB and 
BISTA selected IFAC SMOs as “benchmarks” of a standard of performance –best or 
“good” practice.  The systemic approach then developed a comprehensive self- 
assessment survey designed for ease of data collection and analysis; validated self- 
assessment with third party review; determined gaps resulting from current practice 
against IFAC performance standards (SMO 2); assigned a development indicator or 
“score” to gaps; and, identified specific priority actions.  Simply, the benchmarks were 
SMO 2 (and EU 8th Directive, where applicable) and benchmarking is a process of 
collecting and evaluating data. 

 
A systematic approach to benchmarking is important to ensure that coordinated efforts 
will lead to implementation of IFAC international standards and strengthen the 
profession in the public interest. This comprehensive approach to benchmarking makes 
an important contribution to support: 
 

• IFAC’s compliance regime by: 
o Assisting professional bodies and IFAC in identifying compliance and 

implementation gaps 

o Allowing professional bodies and IFAC to discover how they compare with 
peers and to compliant bodies 

o Serving as the basis for development of action plans 

o Serving as a basis for measuring improvements or supporting disciplinary 
actions if improvements are not made 

• PIOB’s oversight responsibilities by relying on a comprehensive methodology that 
supports IFAC’s position with respect to compliance and standard setting 

• IFAC’s leadership role in protecting the public interest through development of 
strong, sustainable professional bodies, in other words, IFAC has a 
comprehensive system of compliance quality assurance. 
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The basis for GAEB benchmarking was found in the applicable IFAC International 
Education Standards (IES) and European Directives for auditors and statutory audit. 
The overall goal of benchmarking as defined in the GAEB project is not to decide on 
compliance with international standards alone. Rather the main objectives are to 
identify areas for improvement and the kind of support that is necessary to achieve 
sustainable results in a reasonable time. 
 
The GAEB benchmarking instrument combines self-assessment with external validation. 
Local experts, who have up to date knowledge of the present situation conduct the self-
assessment. External and independent assessors validate the results of the country 
assessment. This approach helps to achieve internal relevance and external credibility 
of the evaluation of the present position of the participating countries and of the 
necessary steps towards an international compatible structure. During the 
benchmarking process local participants gain understanding of the international 
requirements and possible approaches to implementation. This is an important first step 
to sustainability. 
 
Benchmarking results can be presented at a country level and at a regional level.  
Progress can be realised in Country Action Plans (CAP) and Regional Action Plans (RAP), 
for which the participating professional bodies have to take responsibility. Donor 
support can be directed at the areas with the highest priorities. Progress over time can 
be measured by repeating the GAEB process. 

Multiple Indicators for Gap Analysis 
 
USAID required that the benchmarking methodology be designed to assist in allocation 
of resources either by donors or by twinning thus serving as a development tool. This 
made it necessary to identify indicators, which not only made it possible to analyse the 
present situation in a straightforward manner, but that can also be used to identify 
priorities for future development and progress over time in a quantitative way. The 
requirements rule out the use of single indicators, like a yes/no checklist, and made it 
necessary to refer to multiple indicators. For each area multiple indicators were defined 
and compared with international benchmarks. 
 
For the GAEB project quantitative parameters were selected to reflect (1) the urgency 
of development in regard to implementation of IFAC International Education Standards 
and related EU Directives; and (2) the need for donor assistance to achieve results in a 
reasonable period of time. Country participants were asked to assess their own systems 
on a scale from 1 to 4 in regard to compliance with IFAC IES.  
 

1. Urgent development is used for major elements that are non-existent or when 
there is no capacity or no inclination for change. External development and input 
of expertise and resources are necessary. 
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2. Critical deficiencies identify important issues for change where some local 
capacity is available. External expertise and resources are necessary to achieve 
results in a reasonable time.   

3. Material deficiencies identify issues that must be addressed to comply with 
international standards. External assistance may be necessary to overcome a 
lack of expertise and resources.  

4. Sustainability indicates a mature system where necessary development over time 
can be achieved. External expertise and resources are not necessary. 

After external validation the answers can be the basis for decisions on priorities for 
immediate and future development. Relative assessment reflecting the development 
stage is more suitable to promote growth to sustainable systems than trying to design 
absolute measures. International benchmarks were identified for each main area and – 
as far as applicable – the underlying indicators. Graphical illustrations help to represent 
the results of each country in relation to external benchmarks. Database facilities make 
it easy to fill in the questionnaire and to produce standard reports and benchmark 
comparisons.  

Benchmarking IFAC IES 
 

As part of the GAEB project an analysis was made of the applicable IFAC International 
Education Standards in order to identify the areas in which the benchmarking results 
could be presented. An overview was prepared which highlights the following elements 
of each system for the professional qualification of accountants and auditors: 

• Professional Characteristics 

• Education & Training 

• Accounting, Finance & Related Knowledge 

• Organizational & Business Knowledge 

• Skills, Values, Ethics & Attitudes 

 
The actual situation in each country was most critically benchmarked against 
international standards on accountancy education and examples of best practice 
elsewhere. Overall values were calculated for each area as well as a detailed analysis of 
the underlying elements. The analysis includes the IFAC IES with the exception of IES 8 
but also considers subjects that are not included in the standards and are considered to 
be of importance for the position of the accountancy profession in a country. 
 
Professional Characteristics and Education & Training were defined at a general level. 
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• Professional Characteristics: members and new members; continuing 
professional development; qualification standards; international recognition; 
higher education; final examination. 

 
• Education & Training: professional education in general; accounting, finance and 

related knowledge; organizational and business knowledge; information 
technology; skills, values, ethics and attitudes; practical experience. 

 
Three detailed indicators followed this on a program level. 
 

• Accounting, Finance & Related Knowledge: financial accounting & reporting; 
management accounting & control; taxation; business & commercial law; audit & 
assurance; finance & financial management; professional values & ethics. 

 
• Organizational & Business Knowledge: economics; business environment; 

corporate governance; business ethics; financial markets; quantitative methods; 
organizational behavior; management & strategic decision making; marketing; 
international business & globalization. 

 
• Skills, Values, Ethics & Attitudes: intellectual skills; technical & functional skills; 

personal skills; interpersonal skills; organizational & business management skills; 
professional education in ethics; practical training in ethics. 

 
It should be noted that under the BISTA project the GAEB methodology would be 
modified to recast the above important characteristic analysis to map precisely IES 1 –
8. 

Selected Results of GAEB Benchmarking 
 
The results from the GAEB benchmarking of ten professional bodies in south East 
Europe were interesting and helps to better understand the challenges of complying 
with IFAC standards.  For example: 
 

• Professional staff at selected professional bodies generally does not have a 
comprehensive understanding of the SMOs do in part to, (1) translation issues, 
(2) inadequate educational or professional background, and/or, (3) the cultural 
context as a frame of reference to the IES. 

• The relative compliance with standards vary significantly between professional 
bodies.  

• The problems within the country’s formal education system mirrors the difficulty 
the professional body has in compliance with SMO 2. 
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• The professional bodies have no basis to compare with peers or to what a fully 
compliant professional body looks like thereby making it difficult to develop 
action plans and/or prioritize next steps. 

Discussion Points 
 
In this paper major issues for consideration by the IFAC IAESB have been identified. 
They are summarised here. 
 
Benchmarking professional bodies or countries? 
 
IFAC SMO 2 defines the requirements for professional bodies in regard to the 
qualification, education and training of professional accountants and auditors and in 
regard to continuing professional development (CPD). Compliance with SMO 2 does not 
necessarily mean that measurable implementation of IFAC IES has been achieved. For 
areas for which professional bodies are not responsible best endeavours of professional 
bodies to convince other institutions to implement the IFAC IES are enough for 
compliance with SMO 2. This does not guarantee that professional qualifications in a 
country meet the standards set by IFAC. This is a strong argument to consider 
benchmarking on a country level in addition to benchmarking of professional bodies. 
 
Scope of benchmarking? 
 
A logical start of benchmarking is to consider the requirements of the separate 
International Education Standards as building blocks for the quality of professional 
qualifications. IFAC IES 1 on entry requirements is more or less a separate standard. It 
can be combined with the contribution of universities to professional qualifications. IFAC 
IES 2 – 6 are related and cover program content; skills; values, ethics and attitudes; 
practical experience; and assessment. For this subset of education standards 
aggregated consideration seems to be necessary. IFAC IES 7 on CPD is separate. The 
same is true for IFAC IES 8 for audit professionals. 
 
The objective of benchmarking of IFAC IES is to measure their implementation as basis 
for further development. In general development is not possible without support from 
the national governments and without cooperation with institutes for higher education. 
This leads to the conclusion that as part of benchmarking the statutory framework 
should be considered as well as the institutional capacity that is necessary to achieve 
results. For developing countries this approach makes it possible to generate outside 
support. 
 
Benchmarking methodology? 
 
Before a benchmarking methodology for the IFAC IES can be developed some major 
questions have to be answered. The first is the selection of indicators that are suited to 
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promote development. Based on the GAEB experience it can be stated that there is 
merit in a combination of detailed and higher level indicators. Details are necessary for 
action plans - aggregated information shows results. The second is the use of self-
assessment and of external validation. The IFAC Compliance Program solely uses self-
assessment. For benchmarking purposes this has two disadvantages. GAEB experience 
shows that for developing countries external support may be necessary to actually 
understand the requirements of the IES as a basis for correct information. In addition 
an important role of external validation is to provide assurance to partners that projects 
are based on realistic plans and that results can be measured. Once the major 
questions are answered a benchmarking methodology can be developed and data 
gathering methods can be selected. 
 
Conditions for benchmarking? 
 
Benchmarking can only be successful if necessary conditions are fulfilled. A 
benchmarking manual must be prepared as basis for the work to be done. A 
commitment from the professional body is necessary to work with a team of qualified 
external assessors. The work can start with the IFAC compliance information and the 
related country action plans if these are already available. This information should be 
checked for accuracy with the professional body and with others, including the 
government, the universities and the firms. Final responsibility for the benchmarking 
report should rest with the team of external assessors. The professional body is 
responsible for follow up actions. 

Final Remarks 
 
The GAEB project has demonstrated that benchmarking is an important tool for 
development. The results of the pilot project in South East Europe are already used as 
basis for follow up activities that are addressed in the BISTA project. This paper 
describes some general characteristics of the GAEB project in the hope that they are 
useful for IAESB decisions on benchmarking. More detailed information can be made 
available on request. 
 


