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Discussion Topic 1: Definition of Professional Accountant 

In Australia, the term “accountant” is used quite widely to apply to both “qualified” and 
non-qualified accountants—the general public does not always understand the 
difference. There is no “registration” for accountants in Australia. People performing 
accounts payable functions may describe themselves as accountants and there is a long 
standing tradition of some levels of bank officers being described as accountants. 
Memberships of the three main professional bodies like to consider themselves 
“qualified” accountants. 
Some participants saw the definition of a professional accountant as a “chicken and egg” 
issue – if an accounting body is a member of IFAC then they must be a body of 
professional accountants. If you are a member of that accounting body, then you are by 
definition a “professional accountant” and must comply with IFAC standards. So the 
critical question may be to consider what are the appropriate criteria for membership of 
IFAC, as this will determine the meaning of “professional accountant”.  
It was concluded that a “professional accountant” may be characterised as one who has a 
broad level of experience, broad education at degree or degree equivalent (accounting 
degree), and be able to apply a certain level of judgment to decision situations – not just 
follow the rules. They must also have a certain level of technical competence and exhibit 
an ethical stance. There must be a commitment to undertake further continuing 
professional education, and to have an ongoing awareness of the changing environment 
and the need to continually assess and update their skills and knowledge. They must also 
have the capacity to self-regulate their conduct. Accounting bodies who specify these 
criteria for their own membership should be admitted as members of IFAC.  
The use of the term "professional" was questioned and the term “qualified” accountant 
was suggested as a better term. 
There was a low level of awareness of “accounting technicians” and some participants 
questioned whether such bodies would meet the above proposed membership criteria for 
IFAC. 
 
Discussion Topic 2: Approach to Level of Standards 
There were two views.  The majority view was that education standards need to be set at 
a threshold level of competence sufficient to protect the public interest. This threshold 
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should be consistently applied in the IESs and progressively adopted internationally. 
There was some discomfort with the use of the term “minimum” as this may convey the 
impression of a low level. A term such as “threshold” might be a more appropriate term. 
There was also some concern that to maintain public credibility, this threshold level 
should not be too low; to protect the public interest the threshold should be set at a high 
standard.  
Another view was that education standards could adopt a tiered approach recognising 
two levels of IFAC membership. This may enable bodies in some countries to achieve a 
certain level of standards, but then provide some aspirational level which they could 
strive to achieve. There may be a timeframe specified within which certain accounting 
bodies need to progress to the higher level. It was acknowledged that institutional issues 
(e.g. in-country political problems) may prevent a professional body from achieving the 
higher level within a certain time frame. There was acknowledgment that there is a 
quality control/public interest issue if certain bodies cannot meet the minimum 
threshold. There were some comments that a tiered approach is too complex to 
implement. However, it was also considered to be in the public interest to take the more 
inclusive approach that is offered by the tier approach, as it bring more bodies into the 
compliance framework.  
Across the two views there was some agreement that current level of standards should 
not be reduced. 
 
Discussion Topic 4: Convergence  

The majority view was that in the short term, given the challenge implicit in this 
objective, there should be a recognition that convergence towards a common set of 
competencies (as in the current IESs) can be reached through a variety of pathways. 
Accounting bodies could be encouraged to adopt a preferred educational model: degree, 
or equivalent; qualifying program; 2-3 years work based experience as pre requisites for 
qualification as a professional accountant. There are differences globally in the quality of 
degrees–and even within the one country–so it is difficult to be too prescriptive about the 
standards/sources of education. However, among the group there was a majority 
preference for degree qualification. 
There was some concern that members of different professional bodes can attain 
membership of their professional accounting body at different stages in their 
professional trainings – e.g. after completion of the degree, before professional 
experience, before completion of the professional qualification. This was a concern as, 
by virtue of their professional membership, some individuals must comply with IFAC 
standards before they have completed their full professional training. It was suggested 
that this may not be in the public interest – the public wants a certain level of assurance 
that the accountants that they transact with are qualified and are able to adhere to a 
certain level of standards. 
It was acknowledged that the context of different countries (including local registration 
requirements) make it difficult to achieve convergence on a single point of qualification.  

 


