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INTRODUCTION

  Globalisation has accelerated the pace of
the interdependence and integration of world
economies (Treller 2014). Economic decisions
are no longer confined within national borders,
but have taken on a decidedly global orienta-
tion. Analysts observe that globalisation has
blurred the economic distinctions between coun-
tries and created a “borderless world” in which
economic decisions are made without any refer-
ence to national boundaries (Ceglowski 1998).
The traditional workplace is no longer based on
autonomous national economies. Instead, organ-
isations are becoming more spatially and organ-
isationally distributed (Ouye 2011; Robertson
1992). Work is less concentrated in individuals
and driven by the outsourcing of functions to
service providers, as well as a reduction in com-
panies’ own employees. Consequently, the world
is witnessing the rise of an insecure workforce
and the disappearance of standard forms of em-
ployment (Heery and Salmon 2000).

   Organisations perceive the impact of glo-
balisation in many different ways. Global mar-
kets prompted organisations to adopt strategies

aligned to the international supply and demand
of products and services. The globalisation
trend will continue to influence the economic,
social, political and cultural processes of firms,
and as a result, has important implications for
labour markets and employment. In this regard,
organisations are often challenged to harmon-
ise employee relations polices with global trends.
Zahra (1999) asserts that a significant number of
organisational actions are shaped by global prac-
tices, and, in order to compete in a global mar-
ketplace, business will continue to demand
greater productivity and creativity from employ-
ees. Consequently, the demands imposed by
globalisation and the rapid change in today’s
professional world revealed a pressing need to
identify the professional skills and personal at-
tributes needed to be employable in the modern
world.

The increase in international trade and the
emergence of international competitive forces
have also transformed the accounting world.
Observers asked for a common accounting lan-
guage to facilitate the communication of busi-
ness results to international market participants
(Das et al. 2009; Judge et al. 2010). In response,
the International Accounting Standards Board
(IASB) commenced with a process to convert
different accounting practices from many differ-
ent countries and, in 2004, issued a uniform set
of accounting standards titled International Fi-
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nancial Reporting Standards (IFRS), which are
currently used in 125 countries (Ataman et al.
2016; Tsunogaya et al. 2015). Within these coun-
tries, IFRS material and guidelines were made
available to practising accountants as well as
being introduced at university level (Allen et al.
2012) to ensure that future accountants can ap-
ply their trade in the global village.

During 2004, the IASB also commenced to
develop an accounting standard for small and
medium-sized entities (IASB 2004). The project
was completed five years later when the IASB
published the International Financial Reporting
Standard for small and medium-sized entities
(Pacter 2009). This project was, however, criti-
cised as being too expensive and too complex
for certain types of SMEs (Kiliç and Uyar 2017).
Deaconu et al. (2009) suggested that the unique
information needs of SMEs were not taken into
account, while Rahman et al. (2017) observed
that SMEs do not have an international focus.
Furthermore, Linjee et al. (2017) submitted that
the educational requirements of small business
accountants are different compared to large en-
terprises. In light of the aforementioned, it is not
certain to what extent the skills and attributes of
future accountants will address the unique na-
ture of SMEs.

Objectives

The first research objective of this paper is
to describe the specific competencies required
of accountants practising in an SME environ-
ment. In addition, the researchers consider the
relevance of the competency framework to prac-
tising accountants in South Africa, and specifi-
cally in the SME environment.

Structure of the Paper

The remainder of the paper is structured as
follows. The next section provides a theoretical
background about the knowledge, skills and at-
tributes required to be successful in an organi-
sation, with specific reference to competencies
in an accounting environment. Then the re-
search method adopted for this paper is de-
scribed. The ‘Results’ and ‘Discussion’ sections
present and discuss the research findings. Final
remarks and implications drawn for policymak-
ers and practitioners are provided in the ‘Con-

clusion’ section, followed by ‘Recommendations’
in the closing section.

Theoretical Background

Organisations operate in a climate charac-
terised by considerable change, with increasing
demands from their stakeholders and capital
markets. They are exposed to global demands
and are constantly influenced by international
trends. According to Kazi (2011), it has also re-
sulted in uncertainty in the workplace, a pervad-
ing threat of termination, job losses and a lower
degree of job security. Klein (2000) asserts that
modern organisations operate in an environment
in which profits are placed before people in a
consistent and unapologetic manner. Therefore,
more than ever before, there is a need for profes-
sionals at work to make an effective contribu-
tion and to continuously improve their perfor-
mance at work (ACCA 2009).

Employee Skills and Attributes

  In recent years, there has been a growing
awareness of the skills, knowledge and person-
al attributes needed to secure a successful ca-
reer. Employees are required to not only demon-
strate appropriate behaviour, but also technical
abilities in order to perform effectively at work.
In this regard, individual competencies such as
problem-solving and people management skills
are considered to be essential elements of effec-
tive and sustained performance in the working
environment.

  The literature suggests that there is a grow-
ing demand for employees who are ready and
able to take up their responsibilities within or-
ganisations in the global world. Knight and
Yorke (2004) advocate that the ability to take up
employment is defined as possessing a set of
skills, understandings and personal attributes
that make graduates more likely to gain employ-
ment and be successful in their chosen occupa-
tions. Harvey (2001) divides the concept of em-
ployability into two main categories. Firstly,
employability is the ability to get, retain and be
developed in a job after graduation. Secondly,
employability is related to the specific attributes
required of employees, namely skills, knowledge,
attitudes and abilities. According to Wilson-
Medhurst (2005), employability relates to not
only technical or subject knowledge, but also to
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the ‘soft’ skills valued by employers. Ensuring
employability can therefore be seen as having
the qualities needed to maintain employment
and progress in the working environment.

In order to ensure employability, education
providers are required to produce graduates who
are capable of performing their duties in the
workplace. In order to assist academic institu-
tions to achieve this goal, the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)
developed a conceptual framework of key com-
petencies required of graduates entering the mar-
ket (OECD 2003). The purpose of the conceptual
framework was, firstly, to identify the competen-
cies required for finding and holding a job and,
secondly, to establish the adaptive qualities re-
quired to cope with changing environments. The
project commenced in 1997 and the specific chal-
lenges that were encountered included techno-
logical changes, the fact that societies are be-
coming more diverse and compartmentalised, and
the fact that globalisation has created a new form
of interdependence. Despite these challenges, the
project was finalised in 2003 and the OECD iden-
tified a set of key competencies.

This conceptual framework identifies key
competencies as a set of specific skills bound
together in an integrated approach. The key com-
petencies are classified into three broad catego-
ries. Firstly, individuals must be able to use a
variety of tools to interact efficiently with their
environment. Secondly, it is important that indi-
viduals are able to engage with others in diverse
groups and, finally, individuals need to be able
to act autonomously. These interconnected cat-
egories illustrate the starting point for identify-
ing and mapping the key competencies as set
out in the conceptual framework.

The key competencies were specifically iden-
tified to contribute to societies’ and individual’s
valued outcomes, to help individuals meet es-
sential demands within differing contexts and to
be important for both specialists and individu-
als. Most importantly, these key competencies
were identified with the purpose of clarifying
and improving collective goals and bringing
about lifelong learning.

According to the OECD, competencies are
more than just a set of narrowly defined skills
and knowledge; they involve the careful con-
sideration of values, attitudes and motivations,
as well as the ability to reflect. Competencies are

also determined by the nature of both the indi-
vidual’s and the society’s goals. Individuals’
competencies and societies’ challenges have
become more complex due to the interrelated
world’s challenging demands. Therefore, in or-
der for individuals to be successful and func-
tion well in society, they have no choice but to
operate and think in a more integrated way.

The OECD’s conceptual framework provides
a single frame of reference, because it applies
equally to the scholar and the professional adult.
Because competencies and demands develop
and change throughout an individual’s lifespan,
and their ability to reflect grows with maturity,
initial education cannot provide all the compe-
tencies that are relevant to lifelong learning. In
other words, a universal assessment strategy
cannot be designed without any limitations.
Nevertheless, the OECD’s framework constitutes
a useful example of the fundamental competen-
cies required in the business environment in an
international setting.

Professional Accountants

According to Bolt-Lee and Foster (2003), a
number of frameworks and reports have been
developed by professional accounting organi-
sations and academics in order to address the
needs of the changing accounting profession.
They noted that existing educational programs
in the US were not sufficient to prepare Account-
ing students to enter the profession, because
there was a discontinuity between the body of
knowledge and changing demands. Howcroft
(2017) explored the accounting education expec-
tation performance gap in the United Kingdom
and Ireland and established that educators, prac-
titioner employers and the accounting profes-
sion do not agree on the assessed level of com-
petencies of graduates. He found that employ-
ers were not satisfied with the technical training
that universities provided due to educators’ fo-
cus on knowledge transfer and the production
of specialists instead of promoting critical think-
ing, problem-solving and technical skills. Re-
search by Kestel (2017) found that accounting
students across two campuses in Australia and
Singapore lacked an understanding of the di-
verse nature of the workplace. She found that
accounting students did not feel confident and
ready to practise after graduation. Parvaiz et al.
(2017) reported on a skills acquisition shortfall
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of accounting students based on their evalua-
tion of employers’ expectations. Linjee et al.
(2017) as well as Aucock and Merino (2017)
stressed the importance of intellectual, interper-
sonal and communication skills for accounting
students, whereas Habidin et al. (2017) indicat-
ed that soft skills would enhance accounting
graduates’ marketability in the job market. More-
over, Ugiagbe-Green (2017) stressed the promi-
nent role of technology in the assessment of
accounting education.

A specific set of employability skills would
assist accounting graduates to understand the
nature of the workplace and meet the demands
of the labour market (Cigar 2017; Chantanasiri et
al. 2017). Al-Esmail et al. (2017) argued that the
identification and validation of core graduate
skills and attributes would assist universities
with a clear understanding of the level and com-
petencies a graduate should possess to be em-
ployment-ready. Ibrahim et al. (2017) contended
that employers’ perceptions are important for
students in preparing themselves for both the
university and industry, since undergraduates
with internship placement experience are regard-
ed to be better prepared and more marketable to
employers. In short, the literature suggests that
higher education providers need to partner up
with the industry (Kestel 2017) to ensure that
the required set of skills are incorporated in ed-
ucation programs in order to prepare successful
entry-level accountants (Al-Esmail et al. 2017;
Parvaiz et al. 2017).

International Education Standards

The International Accounting Education
Standards Board (IAESB) was established to
strengthen the global accountancy profession
through the development and enhancement of
high quality accounting education standards,
which are implemented and applied worldwide
(IFAC 2014b). The IAESB developed the Inter-
national Education Standards (IES) and the heart
of their mission is to develop professional atti-
tudes, ethics, values, skills and knowledge. In
addition, the IAESB develops and publicises
support material and toolkits on pre-qualifica-
tion education, on how to train a professional
accountant and how to continue to gain a pro-
fessional education, as well as on how to be a
successful member of the accountancy profes-
sion. According to the IAESB, the development

and implementation of high quality educational
standards will enable professional accountants
to achieve and maintain an adequate level of
competence.

The technical competencies required of an
aspiring professional accountant are specified
and demonstrated in IES 2 – Initial Professional
Development Technical Competence (IFAC
2014a). IES 2 prescribes the content of knowl-
edge required of an IFAC member body’s pro-
fessional accounting education program for a
candidate to qualify as a professional accoun-
tant (IFAC 2012). The IAESB adopted a learning
outcomes approach by specifying 11 compe-
tence areas: (i) financial accounting and re-
porting; (ii) management accounting; (iii) fi-
nance and financial management; (iv) taxa-
tion; (v) audit and assurance; (vi) governance,
risk management and internal control; (vii)
business laws and regulations; (viii) informa-
tion technology; (ix) business and organisa-
tional environment; (x) economics and (xi)
business management. The IAESB consulted
with a wide range of stakeholders, including ac-
counting firms, academics, regulators and other
accounting organisations in identifying the
aforementioned competence areas and estab-
lished that the skill attributes (excluding eco-
nomics) should be on an intermediate level.

Learning outcomes at the intermediate level
are characterised by moderate levels of ambigu-
ity and complexity. Competencies pertaining to
economics are required on a foundational level,
characterised by low levels of complexity and
uncertainty, while none of the competencies are
required to be on an advanced level. These learn-
ing outcomes lend support to IFAC member bod-
ies to plan and design their professional ac-
counting education programs.

The practical validity of these competence
areas will be the subject of the empirical research
in the next section. The comprehensive set of
learning outcomes will be evaluated in order to
determine whether this standard is relevant to
practising accountants in an SME environment.

METHODOLOGY

Research Instrument

Following on the discussion in the previous
section, the researchers developed a question-
naire to determine the relevance of the content
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of IES 2 in the SME environment. The question-
naire consisted of demographic questions in
Section A. Section B of the questionnaire in-
cluded the 11 competence areas (constructs)
according to IES 2 described in the previous
paragraph. Forty-six closed-ended questions
(learning outcomes related to these competence
areas) were included in this section of the ques-
tionnaire. The participants had to classify the
learning outcomes related to each competence
area from his or her practical background using
a three-point Likert scale (1= Foundation; 2 =
Intermediate; 3= Advanced). The last section of
the questionnaire required the participants to
make recommendations regarding the required
skills of first-year trainees entering an account-
ing practice.

In order to ensure the content validity of the
survey instrument for this study, the question-
naire was pre-tested at small- and medium-sized
accounting firms. A pilot questionnaire was sent
to small- and medium-sized accounting firms to
assess the validity of the questionnaire and use-
ful feedback was obtained to refine the
questionnaire.

Population and Sample

According to IFAC (2016), the majority of
accountancy practices across the globe are small
and medium practices, which employ the major-
ity of professional accountants in practice. IFAC
(2016) reports that more than ninety-five per-
cent of enterprises across the world are SMEs
and that they account for approximately sixty
percent of private sector employment. SMEs are
the fastest-growing business sector in South
Africa, comprising 91 percent of the formal busi-
ness entities, and are the engines of growth and
innovation (Daniels 2015). Furthermore, SMEs
play a critically important role in the wellbeing,
stability and sustainability of both developing
and developed economies (IFAC 2016).

The South African Institute of Professional
Accountants (SAIPA) plays a very important
role in ensuring that its members are equipped
to service the SME sector (SAIPA 2016). SAIPA
practitioners are required to have a defined set
of specialised skills and knowledge in order to
meet the needs of a wide range of SMEs. As
employers’ perceptions, real-life scenarios and
implementing best practice are important ele-
ments of the accounting curriculum (Ibrahim et

al. 2017; Chaffer and Webb 2017), the feedback
from the targeted population was considered
relevant and appropriate to ascertain the skills
requirements of aspiring accountants in the SME
environment.

The final questionnaire was distributed to
SAIPA firms at a regional practitioners’ forum.
The key purpose of the questionnaire was to
gather an in-depth understanding of the partic-
ipants’ point of view. The total number of partic-
ipants in this study comprised 68 practitioners.
The study was qualitative in nature and an in-
ductive approach was adopted in order to pro-
vide insights into the skill requirements in the
SME environment. Furthermore, the wide range
of clients and employees that the SAIPA practi-
tioners represent was considered to be suffi-
cient to explore this phenomenon and to pro-
vide valuable feedback about the SME sector.
Since a number of items were formulated to mea-
sure a certain construct for this study, the Cron-
bach’s alpha coefficient was used to determine
the internal reliability of the questionnaire and
revealed scores between 0.880 and 0.979 for each
of the 11 competence areas included in the ques-
tionnaire. The results suggested that the reli-
ability of the questionnaire was high and
acceptable.

RESULTS

Demographic Information of Participants

Section A of the questionnaire consisted of
demographic information. The respondents were
asked to provide information regarding their
gender, highest qualification, years of experience
in practice, the names of the provinces in which
they worked and the size of the sector in which
the majority of their clients operated.

The male-female ratio of the respondents who
participated in the survey was 42.2 percent male
and 57.8 percent female. The highest academic
qualifications achieved of the participants com-
prised diplomas (4.4%), bachelor degrees
(28.9%), honours degrees (28.9%) and master’s
degrees (13.3%), while 24.4 percent of the par-
ticipants indicated other qualifications.

Participants were also asked to specify the
number of years they had experienced in prac-
tice. The majority of the respondents had 10
years’ or more experience in practice (55.6%),
26.7 percent of the participants had six to 10
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years’ experience in practice, while only 17.8
percent of the participants had less than five
years’ experience in practice. Regardless of the
respondents’ qualifications or any other factors,
they had to be able to provide good feedback
based on years’ experience in practice, bearing
in mind the theorists’ argument that knowledge
is gained by combining theory and practice.

Lastly, the participants were asked to classi-
fy their clients into small-, medium- or large-sized
entities. The majority of the participants’ clients
fell into either small-sized entities (60%) or medi-
um-sized entities (33.3%). The participants with
clients that fell into these two categories ac-
counted for 93.3 percent of the total responses.
Only 6.7 percent of participants’ current clients
were from large-sized entities. These participants,
however, confirmed that they had previous ex-
perience with clients from the small or medium
sector and for this reason their response was
also included in the results.

Descriptive Statistics of the Learning
Outcomes for Technical Competence

To facilitate the statistical analysis, a Likert
scale was used to determine the proficiency lev-
els of the learning outcomes related to the 11

competence areas from the participants’ point
of view. The respondents had the option to rate
each statement at a foundational (number 1), in-
termediate (number 2) or advanced (number 3)
level of proficiency. Tables 1 to 11 present de-
scriptive statistics for the learning outcomes in-
cluded in Section B of the questionnaire.

Means were found to vary between a high
of 2.36 (i) and a low of 1.87 (vi). The participants
felt that it was essential for professional accoun-
tants to be able to apply accounting principles
to transactions and other events (mean = 2.36).
Although the interpretation of financial state-
ments and related disclosure was considered to
be important (mean = 2.16), the ability to inter-
pret non-financial data (mean = 1.87), such as
sustainable reports, was not considered to be
that important. The preparation, application of
accounting standards and the evaluation of ac-
counting policies revealed mean answers (be-
tween 2.02 and 2.09) marginally higher than mod-
erate, as prescribed in IES 2.

The participants were of the opinion that it
is important for professional accountants to be
able to analyse financial and non-financial data
(mean = 2.11). Management reporting and tech-
niques for decision-making purposes (mean =
2.00 and 1.96, respectively) revealed an answer

Table 1: Financial accounting and reporting

Mean Std.dev

i. Apply accounting principles to transactions and other events. 2.36 .570
ii. Apply International Financial Reporting Standards (IFRSs) or other relevant standards 2.09 .557

  to transactions and other events.
iii. Evaluate the appropriateness of accounting policies used to prepare financial statements. 2.04 .562
iv. Prepare financial statements, including consolidated financial statements, in accordance 2.02 .583

  with IFRSs or other relevant standards.
v. Interpret financial statements and related disclosures. 2.16 .638
vi. Interpret reports that include non-financial data, for example sustainability reports 1.87 .661

  and integrated reports.

Table 2: Management accounting

Mean Std.dev

i. Apply techniques to support management decision-making, including product costing, 1.96 .638
   variance analysis, inventory management, and budgeting and forecasting.

ii. Apply appropriate quantitative techniques to analyse cost behaviour and the drivers of 1.87 .588
  costs.

iii. Analyse financial and non-financial data to provide relevant information for 2.11 .682
  management decision-making.

iv. Prepare reports to support management decision-making, including reports that focus 2.00 .674
  on planning and budgeting, cost management, quality control, performance
  measurement, and benchmarking.

v. Evaluate the performance of products and business segments. 1.93 .618
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Table 3: Finance and financial management

Mean Std.dev

i. Compare the various sources of financing available to an organisation, including bank 2.09 .668
  financing, financial instruments, and bond, equity and treasury markets.

ii. Analyse an organisation’s cashflow and working capital requirements. 2.22 .704
iii. Analyse the current and future financial position of an organisation, using techniques 1.98 .657

  including ratio analysis, trend analysis, and cashflow analysis.
iv. Evaluate the appropriateness of the components used to calculate an organisation’s cost 1.98 .621

  of capital.
v. Apply capital budgeting techniques in the evaluation of capital investment decisions. 1.87 .694
vi. Explain income, asset-based, and market valuation approaches used for investment 1.93 .688

  decisions, business planning, and long-term financial management.

Table 5: Audit and assurance

Mean Std.dev

i. Describe the objectives and stages involved in performing an audit of financial statements. 1.71 .727
ii. Apply relevant auditing standards (for example, International Standards on Auditing), 1.67 .603

  and applicable laws and regulations to an audit of financial statements.
iii. Assess the risks of material misstatement in the financial statements and consider the 1.71 .695

  impact on the audit strategy.
iv. Apply quantitative methods that are used in audit engagements. 1.56 .586
v. Explain the key elements of assurance engagements and applicable standards that are 1.60 .618

  relevant to such engagements.

Table 6: Governance, risk management and internal control

Mean Std.dev

i. Explain the principles of good governance, including the rights and responsibilities of 1.87 .625
  owners, investors, and those charged with governance; and explain the role of
  stakeholders in governance, disclosure, and transparency requirements.

ii. Analyse the components of an organisation’s governance framework. 1.84 .638
iii. Analyse an organisation’s risks and opportunities using a risk management framework. 1.84 .706
iv. Analyse the components of internal control related to financial reporting. 1.98 .690

Table 7: Business laws and regulations

Mean Std.dev

i. Explain the laws and regulations that govern the different forms of legal entities. 2.20 .726
ii. Explain the laws and regulations applicable to the environment in which professional 2.24 .743

  accountants operate.

Table 8: Information technology

Mean Std.dev

i. Analyse the adequacy of general information technology controls and relevant 1.93 .654
  application controls.

ii. Explain how information technology contributes to data analysis and decision-making. 1.91 .668
iii. Use information technology to support decision-making through business analytics. 2.00 .674

Table 4: Taxation

Mean Std.dev

i. Explain national taxation compliance and filing requirements. 2.47 .625
ii. Prepare direct and indirect tax calculations for individuals and organisations. 2.44 .586
iii. Analyse the taxation issues associated with non-complex international transactions. 2.09 .668
iv. Explain the differences between tax planning, tax avoidance, and tax evasion. 2.42 .657
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in line with the competency requirements of IES
2, whereas the evaluation of performance of prod-
ucts and business segments (mean = 1.93) and
the application of techniques to analyse cost be-
haviour (1.87) were regarded to be less important.

Following on the low evaluation of tech-
niques to analyse cost behaviour in the previ-
ous paragraph, the participants felt that it was
not of great importance for professional accoun-
tants to be able to apply capital budgeting tech-
niques in the evaluation of capital investment
decisions (mean = 1.87). Techniques relating to
investment decisions also revealed a lower pref-
erence by the participants (mean = 1.93). The
ability to analyse the financial position of a busi-
ness (mean = 1.98) and to calculate an organisa-
tion’s cost of capital (mean = 1.98) were more on
par with the proficiency levels of IES 2. Skills
pertaining to the comparison of various sources
of finance (mean = 2.09) and the analysis of an
organisation’s cashflow and working capital re-
quirements (mean = 2.22) exceeded the proposed
requirements of IES 2.

Professional accountants practising in the
small- and medium-sized sector regarded all tax-

related skills to be more important than the com-
petency levels proposed by IES 2. The calcula-
tion of direct and indirect taxes (mean = 2.44), tax
compliance and filing requirements (mean = 2.47)
and tax planning (mean = 2.42) revealed the high-
est skill requirements across all 11 competency
areas. The analysis of taxation issues associat-
ed with non-complex international transactions
(mean = 2.09) was, however, considered less im-
portant than the aforementioned competencies.

In contrast to taxation in the previous table,
skills pertaining to audit and assurance revealed
the lowest mean scores. The participants con-
sidered the assessment of material misstatement
risks in the financial statements, the impact of
these risks on the audit strategy (mean = 1.71)
and the application of auditing standards, rele-
vant laws and regulations to the audit process
(mean = 1.67) to be more important. The practi-
tioners assessed the ability to explain key ele-
ments of an audit (mean = 1.60) and quantitative
methods in audit engagements (mean = 1.56) to
be less important.

Similar to the relatively low ranking of audit
and assurance in the previous table, the results

Table 9: Business and organisational environment

Mean Std.dev

i. Describe the environment in which an organisation operates, including the main 1.89 .745
  economic, legal, political, social, technical, international, and cultural forces.

ii. Analyse aspects of the global environment that affect international trade and finance. 1.62 .650
iii. Identify the features of globalisation, including the role of multinationals, e-commerce, 1.53 .625

  and emerging markets.

Table 10: Economics

Mean Std.dev

i. Describe the fundamental principles of micro-economics and macro-economics. 1.73 .751
ii. Describe the effect of changes in macro-economic indicators on business activity. 1.73 .720
iii. Explain the different types of market structures, including perfect competition,

  monopolistic competition, monopoly and oligopoly. 1.58 .690

Table 11: Business strategy and management

Mean Std.dev

i. Explain the various ways that organisations can be designed and structured. 1.98 .690
ii. Explain the purpose and importance of different types of functional and operational 1.82 .684

  areas within organisations.
iii. Analyse the external and internal factors that could influence the strategy of an 1.84 .673

  organisation.
iv. Explain the processes that may be used to implement the strategy of an organisation. 1.71 .549
v. Explain how theories of organisational behaviour might be used to enhance the 1.69 .557

  performance of the individual, teams and the organisation.



AN EVALUATION OF THE COMPETENCE REQUIREMENTS 69

suggest a lower preference for skills related to
governance, risk management and internal
control. The highest mean score of 1.98 indicat-
ed that participants felt it was more important
for professional accountants to be able to anal-
yse the components of internal control related
to financial reporting. The lowest mean scores
revealed that the participants were of the opin-
ion that it was not that important for profession-
al accountants to explain the principles of good
governance (mean = 1.87), be able to analyse
components of an organisation’s governance
framework (mean = 1.84) and to analyse risks
and opportunities of an organisation (mean =
1.84).

Competencies related to business laws and
regulations were considered more important
than audit and assurance as well as governance,
risk management and internal control in the
previous two tables. The results suggest that it
is essential for professional accountants to be
able to explain laws and regulations applicable
to the environment in which they operate (mean
= 2.24) and important to describe the laws and
regulations that govern the different forms of
legal entities (mean = 2.20).

With a mean of 2.00, it was regarded more
important for professional accountants to be able
to use information technology to make deci-
sions through business analytics compared to
the analysis of information technology controls
(mean = 1.93) and the ability to explain how in-
formation technology contributes to data anal-
ysis and decision-making (mean = 1.91).

The results indicate that it is more important
for South African professional accountants to
have the ability to describe the environment,
and the aspects thereof, in which the organisa-
tion operates (mean = 1.89) than to be able to
identify the features of globalisation (mean =
1.53) and the aspect that affects international
trade and finance (mean = 1.62). Similar to audit-
ing in Table 5, all three the competency areas
pertaining to the business and organisational
environment were evaluated by the practitio-
ners to be marginally less important than moder-
ate levels.

Table 10 also revealed relatively low mean
scores. The respondents indicated that it is mar-
ginally more important for professional accoun-
tants to be able to describe the fundamental prin-
ciples of micro- and macro-economics and the
effect of macro-economic indicators on business

activity (mean = 1.73) than the ability to explain
different types of market structures (mean = 1.58).

In addition to auditing in Table 5, the busi-
ness and organisational environment in Table
9 and economics in Table 10, the mean scores
related to business strategy and management
were below moderate levels (mean = 2). The most
import skills were identified as the ability to ex-
plain the design and structure of organisations
(mean = 1.98), the external and internal factors
influencing the strategy of an organisation as
well as the different functions and operations
within an organisation (mean = 1.82). Processes
related to the implementation of strategy for an
organisation and theories of organisational be-
haviour were considered the least important by
the participants.

DISCUSSION

Following on the analysis of the subsections
of each competence area, the average mean
scores were calculated for the 11 main compe-
tence areas. The competence areas’ mean was
1.94, which varied between a high of 2.36 (taxa-
tion) and a low of 1.65 (audit and assurance).
The mean values of the 11 competence areas are
presented and compared to the competence lev-
els of IES 2 in Table 12.

Four of the 11 competence areas evaluated,
namely taxation (mean = 2.36), business laws
and regulations (mean = 2.22), financial ac-
counting and reporting (mean = 2.09) and fi-
nance and financial management (mean = 2.02)
each had a mean score above moderate levels,
as described in IES 2. Although the mean score
for economics (mean = 1.68) is low in compari-
son to the other competency areas, the results
exceeded foundational knowledge in IES 2.

The remaining six competence areas revealed
results below moderate levels. These compe-
tence areas include management accounting
(mean = 1.97), information technology (mean =
1.95), governance, risk management and inter-
nal control (mean = 1.88), business strategy and
management (mean = 1.81), business and or-
ganisational environment (mean = 1.68) and
audit and assurance (mean = 1.65).

Most accounting degrees focus on Account-
ing, Auditing, Taxation and Financial Manage-
ment (SAICA 2017). Educational institutions
normally include the aforementioned as main
subjects, while the remaining competencies from
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IES 2 are included as supportive subjects in the
curriculum. The research revealed that three of
the aforementioned main subject areas were con-
sidered important by practitioners from the SME
environment, namely taxation (mean = 2.36), fi-
nancial accounting and reporting (mean = 2.09)
and finance and financial management (mean =
2.02). In contrast, the practitioners regarded au-
dit and assurance as the least important skill
with the lowest mean score of 1.65.

The results also suggest that certain sup-
portive subject areas were considered essential
for an accounting career in the SME environ-
ment, namely business laws and regulations
(mean = 2.22) and information technology (mean
= 1.95). The practitioners’ expectations pertain-
ing to the legal and operational environment
supported the findings of Kestel (2017) that ac-
counting students should be able to understand
the diverse nature of the workplace. Moreover,
the ability of aspiring accountants to apply in-
formation technology for decision-making pur-
poses confirmed the prominent role of technol-
ogy in the accounting curriculum (Ugiagbe-
Green 2017).

Furthermore, the research reaffirmed the no-
tion that SMEs do not have an international fo-
cus (Rahman et al. 2017). Although taxation was
considered to be the most important skill of ac-
counting students entering the SME market, the
taxation of international transactions was con-
sidered less important by the practitioners. In
addition, the influence of the global environ-
ment on international trade, the features of glo-
balisation and the role of multinationals received
the lowest ranking in the business and organi-
sational environment.

CONCLUSION

The research identified the learning out-
comes and competence areas that an aspiring
professional accountant should demonstrate
when embarking on a career as a professional
accountant. It is clear from the literature that the
proposed learning outcomes and competence
areas of IES 2 had been adopted by internation-
al stakeholders. The evaluation considered the
relevance of the competency framework to prac-
tising accountants in South Africa, and specifi-
cally in the SME environment. The results ob-
tained from the survey indicated that, in gener-
al, practitioners agreed with the proficiency lev-
els that had been assigned to each competence
area by the IAESB. The results did, however,
indicate the more essential and less important
skills required of an aspiring accountant enter-
ing the SME environment.

The learning outcomes and competence ar-
eas that were considered less important did not
indicate that they were not relevant to practis-
ing accountants in the South African environ-
ment. These results should rather be consid-
ered as a useful guideline to tertiary institutions
when determining whether the focus and con-
tent of the subjects of their professional educa-
tion programs have been updated in a relevant
manner.

The questionnaire also highlighted the skills
shortages that exist among trainee accountants
when they enter an accounting practice, as well
as practitioners’ recommendations on how to
overcome this problem. These results suggest
that first-year accounting trainees lacked cer-
tain skills and practical experience and were in
need of some form of on-the-job training.

Table 12: Population mean answer compared to IES 2 competency levels

IES 2 Comp.  Mean Std.
level*  dev

Competency Expectations Taxation 2.00 2.36 .560
Exceeding IES 2 Competency Business laws and regulations 2.00 2.22 .730
Levels Financial accounting and reporting 2.00 2.09 .470

Finance and financial management 2.00 2.02 .550
Economics 1.00 1.68 .670

Competency Expectations Management accounting 2.00 1.97 .530
Below IES 2 Competency Information technology 2.00 1.95 .620
Levels Governance, risk management and internal control 2.00 1.88 .600

Business strategy and management 2.00 1.81 .570
Business and organisational environment 2.00 1.68 .620
Audit and assurance 2.00 1.65 .570

* Intermediate level = 2; Foundation level =1
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Section C of the questionnaire required the
respondents to make recommendations that they
felt would be of assistance in terms of overcom-
ing the skills shortages of first-year accounting
trainees when entering a practice. This question
was purposefully designed to support the find-
ings of Section B. In this regard, the participant
provided recommendations on how entry-level
trainees’ skills could be improved. In addition to
their recommendations, they briefly motivated
why they had made these suggestions, which
enabled us to identify a few skills shortages in
entry-level SAIPA trainees from their point of
view.

The practitioners’ main concern was that
first-year trainees lacked practical experience and
were unable to apply theory to practice. There-
fore, they suggested that practical experience
should be incorporated into the professional
accounting education program during the stu-
dents’ undergraduate studies. Furthermore, the
practitioners identified the following skills short-
ages among first-year trainees who first entered
a practice: (i) professional skills; (ii) writing skills;
(iii) communication skills; (iv) basic accounting
principles; and (v) computer literacy skills. In
addition, the practitioners listed the inability to
complete income tax, employees’ tax and VAT
returns as an area of concern. In general, the
results suggested that first-year trainees lacked
soft skills and practical experience, and not nec-
essarily subject-specific matters.
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