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Committee: International Accounting Education Standards Board 

Meeting Location: IFAC Headquarters, New York, USA 

Meeting Date: March 20-22, 2013, beginning 8:30am. 

 
SUBJECT: 

 
Definition of the Professional Accountant – Issues 
Paper (03/13) 

 
 
Objectives of Agenda Item 
1. The aim of this paper is to assist IAESB members in their discussion of issues related to 

developing the definition of the professional accountant. More specifically, the paper aims to 
(1) provide background information on the project to develop the definition of the 
professional accountant, (2) provide information to assist the IAESB in discussing issues 
related to the development of the definition of the professional accountant; and (3) discuss 
the manner in which the IAESB shall address the need to review, and potentially revise, the 
current definition used in its pronouncements. 

 
 
Background 

Existing Definition 
2. Currently, the IAESB 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 

3. The problems with the current definition of professional accountant 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 meaningfulness varies across different 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.  
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(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 
organizations (other than IFAC member bodies) or individuals subject to qualification 
and oversight. 

 
Objectives 

4. In developing an international definition of the term professional accountant, two primary 
objectives have been considered. They are: 

(i) To Provide a Foundation for the IAESB for Identifying to Whom the IESs are Directed 
and for Whom they are Written - The definition of professional accountant should help 
identify those for whom IESs are developed. The definition should facilitate the 
development of derivative definitions, if necessary and as appropriate, from core 
principles.  

(ii) To Provide a Central Reference for National Jurisdictions – As national processes will 
inevitably determine the specific applicability of IESs, the definition could serve as a 
universal starting point before it passes through the professional, regulatory and legal 
“filters” applied by IFAC members, national standard setters, governments, and 
regulators. 

Ultimately, once developed an international definition can be used: 

(iii) To Guide Public Awareness – The definition should facilitate a better understanding of 
the professional accountant by the general public and society at large, and could 
assist the regulatory community, government, academia, and other professions and 
industries.  

 
Issues Considered 

5. In developing a revised definition of professional accountant, the following issues were 
considered: 

(iv) The definition should include members of organizations other than IFAC member 
bodies and individuals who meet jurisdictional qualification requirements and are 
subject to oversight.  

(v) The definition should 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.  

(vi) As a consequence of 2., the definition should provide some guidance at the national or 
jurisdictional level by enabling a clearer understanding of the potential users of 
international standards.  

(vii) The definition should provide an understanding of the breadth of competence and 
functions that can be demonstrated by professional accountants.  

(viii) The definition should be brief, easy-to-understand, and provide the general public with 
a broad understanding of the field of accountancy.  

(ix) The definition should 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. 
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6. In addressing the issues outlined in the previous section, the proposed definition identifies 
that a professional accountant has expertise that has been achieved through education and 
experience, and meets certain requirements such as a demonstrated competence, 
compliance with a code of ethics, maintaining a high professional standard of conduct, and 
being subject to enforcement. It notes that different jurisdictions may denote professional 
accountants in various ways, and recognizes that a number of types of professional 
accountants can be differentiated by certain factors, which are generally subject to 
jurisdictional considerations. These factors include the types of roles, responsibilities, and 
services provided (e.g., professional accountants in business, public sector accountants, and 
auditors), and the areas of competence required to fulfill their roles. 

 
7. The proposed definition of the professional accountant cannot encompass every conceivable 

type of individual working in the field of accountancy. There are many highly-skilled 
individuals who may be functioning in one or more roles that may commonly fit within the 
public’s broad understanding of the term “professional accountant,” yet such individuals may 
not fall within the scope of the proposed definition. For example, consider an individual who 
previously held a certification, license, or credential from a professional accountancy 
organization but is now working as an accountant for an entity that does not require such 
credentialing, and is therefore no longer a member of a professional accountancy 
organization. Although the individual may have previously fulfilled the proposed definition 
and continues to work in the field of accountancy, if the individual is no longer a member of a 
professional accountancy organization and is not covered under any regulatory mechanism, 
he/she would not be considered a professional accountant under the proposed definition. 
Other similar situations may exist because of national or jurisdictional requirements.  
 
Project’s 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 
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committees and the independent standard-setting boards, and it was agreed that the project 
had to be advanced. 

12. The proposed definition has also been circulated to the IAESB Steering Committees for their 
preliminary views. In general, Steering Committee members were pleased with the definition, 
subject to consideration of the following: 

• Elevate the issue “of acting in the public interest” from the Explanatory Material 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 Material section on the public interest for 
those professional accountants who might have responsibility for cost accounting; and 

• 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.  

13. Gareth Wellings, Chair of the Drafting Working Group, has reviewed  and expressed a 
preliminary view that the wording of  the proposed definition and Explanatory Material would 
need to be amended to ensure consistency with the revised IESs. 

 
Discussion 

Proposed Definition 
14. Appendix 1 presents the proposed definition and provides Explanatory Material that explains 

and interprets the wording used in the proposed definition. 
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Next Steps 
15. If IAESB members are in agreement that the proposed definition is a starting point to 

develop the definition of the professional accountant, it is proposed that a workgroup be 
formed with the mandate to prepare a revised definition and explanatory material section. 
This work would include the advice of the IAESB CAG and IAESB members. This workgroup 
would also be expected to make a recommendation as to whether the revised definition and 
explanatory material should be included in the Framework for International Education 
Standards for Professional Accountants (2009).  

Action Requested: 
The proposed definition for the professional accountant is: 

“A professional accountant is: 
 
A person who has expertise in the field of accountancy, achieved through 
formal education and practical experience, and who: 

• Demonstrates and maintains a pre-determined high level of 
competence; 

• Complies with a code of ethics and maintains a high professional 
standard of conduct; and,  

• Is subject to enforcement by a professional accountancy organization or 
other regulatory organization. 

Professional accountants may be denoted by various terms—based on local 
jurisdictional law or regulation—and can be differentiated by areas of 
competence, roles, responsibilities, and services provided.” 

 

1) Does the proposed definition provide a starting point for developing the definition 
for the professional accountant? If not, why not and what issues would need to be 
addressed? 

2) Appendix 1 also includes an Explanatory Material section that provides further 
explanation and interpretation of the wording used in the proposed definition.  
Does the proposed Explanatory Material section provide appropriate explanation 
to support the definition for the professional accountant? If not, why not and- what 
other areas would need additional explanation? 
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APPENDIX 1 
The Definition of the Professional Accountant 

 
Definition 
A professional accountant is: 

A person who has expertise in the field of accountancy, achieved through formal education 
and practical experience, and who: 

• Demonstrates and maintains a pre-determined high level of competence; 

• Complies with a code of ethics and maintains a high professional standard of conduct; and,  

• Is subject to enforcement by a professional accountancy organization or other regulatory 
organization. 

Professional accountants may be denoted by various terms—based on local jurisdictional law 
or regulation—and can be differentiated by areas of competence, roles, responsibilities, 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 nonfinancial information, 
or auditing of or provision of assurance and advisory services on financial information and, 
where applicable, nonfinancial information. Such information assists internal and external 
decision-makers, stakeholders, and regulators in making strategic resource allocation 
decisions. The field of accountancy involves a broad range of areas, including the study of 
accounting, economics, control systems, auditing, finance, financial management, taxation, 
strategic planning, business and financial advice, risk management, and management 
processes. 

2. Formal education – described in International Educations Standards (IESs) as the non-
workplace based component of an accounting education program. IES 2 Content of 
Professional Accounting Education Programs, IES 3 Professional Skills and General 
Education, and IES 4 Professional Values, Ethics, and Attitudes prescribe the knowledge 
content of professional accounting education programs that candidates need to acquire to 
qualify as professional accountants. 

3. Practical experience – described in IES 5 Practical Experience Requirements as workplace 
activities that are relevant to developing competence. 

4. Demonstrates and maintains pre-determined high level of competence – specialized 
knowledge that is required in the widely-recognized body of learning in accountancy. Such 
learning is obtained through formal education programs and practical experience 
requirements. Competence is demonstrated through formal assessment (e.g., IES 6 
Assessment of Professional Capabilities and Competence), such as an examination, and is 
kept current through continuing education/continuing professional development. The IESs 
provide a benchmark by which to determine a high level of competence. 

5. Complies with a code of ethics (e.g., the IESBA Code of Ethics for Professional Accountants) 
and maintains a high professional standard of conduct – the professional accountant:  

a.    acts with integrity and objectivity, and maintains confidentiality; 

b.    acts in the public interest; 
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c.    possesses the requisite skills, training, and experience to make the judgments 
necessary in applying the relevant national/jurisdictional rules of conduct and ethical 
framework; and 

d.    exercises professional judgment based on an informed understanding of principles and 
the ability to do so autonomously. 

15. Is subject to enforcement by a professional accountancy organization or another regulatory 
organizations – the professional accountant: 

a.    has membership in a professional accountancy organization; or 

b.    is bound by another regulatory organization recognized within its jurisdiction as 
upholding defined high standards of performance (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.  

16. Can be differentiated by areas of competence, roles, responsibilities, 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, or financial advisors. Similarly, differences based on roles and 
responsibilities, allows 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). 

 


	Objectives of Agenda Item
	Background
	Problems with the Existing Definition

	Objectives
	Issues Considered

	The Definition of the Professional Accountant
	Definition

	 Demonstrates and maintains a pre-determined high level of competence;
	 Complies with a code of ethics and maintains a high professional standard of conduct; and,
	 Is subject to enforcement by a professional accountancy organization or other regulatory organization.
	Professional accountants may be denoted by various terms—based on local jurisdictional law or regulation—and can be differentiated by areas of competence, roles, responsibilities, and services provided.
	Explanatory Guidance
	a.    acts with integrity and objectivity, and maintains confidentiality;
	b.    acts in the public interest;
	c.    possesses the requisite skills, training, and experience to make the judgments necessary in applying the relevant national/jurisdictional rules of conduct and ethical framework; and
	d.    exercises professional judgment based on an informed understanding of principles and the ability to do so autonomously.
	a.    has membership in a professional accountancy organization; or
	b.    is bound by another regulatory organization recognized within its jurisdiction as upholding defined high standards of performance (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 jurisdicti...


