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Major Issues as a Result of the Introduction of IFAC IESs as Mandatory Standards  

All IFAC member bodies are required to comply with IESs 1–6 by January 2005, IES 7 by 
January 2006, and IES 8 by July 2008. Compliance was required with those parts of the 
standards printed in ‘black’ (bold-faced) lettering. Commentary (printed within the 
standards in ‘gray’ (plain faced) lettering is intended to explain or elaborate on the 
requirements in black lettering. Compliance with black letter requirements is self-enforced 
by professional bodies. However, there is some national oversight as well as the 
involvement of third parties such as universities, employers, and commercial companies. 
An important objective of the IAESB and its IES is to ‘serve the public interest by the 
world-wide advancement of education and development for professional accountants 
leading to harmonized standards.’ 
  

IES 1 discusses entry-level requirements. It requires the entry requirement to begin a 
program of study leading to membership in a professional body be ‘at least equivalent to 
that for admission to a recognized university degree program or its equivalent.’ The goal is 
to ensure that students have an appropriate background to ensure a reasonable chance of 
success in the accounting field. Owing to the great variance in entry standards around the 
world, questions arise as to how effective this standard actually is and whether the standard 
should be set higher.  
 

IES 2 requires that professional accounting study be part of a pre-qualification program 
and it should be long enough to enable candidates to gain necessary content of knowledge 
and competency in the areas of accounting and finance, organization and business, and 
information technology. It is presumed that it will take at least two years of full-time study 
or its equivalent to meet this requirement. The broad topical requirements in these areas 
have not greatly changed over the years, but the content can change dramatically as world 
business changes. This is especially true in information technology where the requirements 
are supported by detailed guidance.  
 

IES 3 discusses the professional skills requirement. The skills include intellectual skills, 
technical and functional skills, personal skills, interpersonal and communication skills, and 
organizational and business management skills. General education requirements can assist 
in obtaining these skills. Enforcing and assessment of this standard is an important 
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challenge.  
 

IES 4 prescribes the professional values, ethics, and attitudes required and the minimum 
subject areas required to attain this standard. Different approaches may be taken to 
accommodate the different cultural and national environments of each country. To provide 
guidance in the implementation of this standard, the IAESB issued an exposure draft of the 
proposed International Education Practice Statement entitled ‘Approaches to Developing 
and Maintaining Professional Values, Ethics, and Attitudes’ in 2006.  

 
IES 5 discusses the professional experience required to become a professional accountant. 

A minimum of three years’ experience working under the guidance of an experienced 
professional accountant is required. A record of experience and review is required. This is a 
major area of inconsistent practice throughout the world in both the nature, length, and 
documentation of professional experience.  
 

IES 6 discusses the assessment of practical capabilities and competence. It is the final 
assessment before qualifying to become a professional accountant. Typically, the 
assessment is a test of theoretical knowledge and practical application of knowledge. It is a 
reliable and valid assessment, but there are questions as to whether the standard is fully 
understood.  
 

IES 7 discusses the continuing professional development (CPD) required for all 
professional accountants. It is important to foster a commitment to lifelong learning and 
facilitate access to CPD opportunities. Benchmarks should be established for the 
development and competence of professional accountants, and CPD should be monitored 
and enforced. Assessment is a major issue here. Three approaches to assessment are an 
input approach, an output approach, or a combination of the two.  
 

IES 8 discusses the competencies of audit professionals. The competency includes the 
requirements of IES 1–7 and additional advanced knowledge. Audit specific skills are 
discussed as well as the application of ethics in an audit context and specific work 
experience. Compliance was set for July 2008, but there was a lack of planning for this 
deadline.  
 

In conclusion, questions to ask about IES are whether they are the cause of harmonization 
or convergence, if there is a need for a complete set of curriculum-focused standards, and if 
some of the benchmarks are set too high or too low.  

The Roundtable Sessions 

Following the keynote addresses, event attendees formed into six roundtable discussion 
groups to identify progress in implementing IES, especially in new and potential entrants to 
the EU, and the challenges remaining including what additional implementation guidance 
or assistance may be necessary. Roundtable groups were composed of diverse sets of 
members of the international academic community, along with some practitioners. The 
paragraphs below are the reported comments of the discussion groups.  
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Regulation  

IES 1 addresses entry-level qualifications for professional accounting education programs. 
The purpose of this standard is to ‘ensure that students hoping to become professional 
accountants have an educational background that enables them to have a reasonable 
possibility of achieving success in their studies, qualifying examinations and practical 
experience period.’ The rationale behind the standard is that the accounting profession 
needs to attract the best quality individuals in order to maintain and improve the quality of 
the profession.  
 
Members of SEEPAD are implementing the IFAC IES, but the IES standards are not well 
known because they are only published in English. This issue has been recognized 
previously. The universities within these countries, however, are discussing the standards 
and their impact on the curriculum.  
 

After the World Bank Reports on the Observance of Standards and Codes (ROSC) report 
on SEEPAD countries was issued, their governments have attempted to take control of the 
professional accounting organizations, but since the attempts were sporadic they had a 
damaging effect on the organizations. The governments are also trying to separate the 
auditing profession from the rest of the accountancy profession, but no Public Oversight 
Bodies have been created yet.  

Qualification Standards  

IES 2 addresses the knowledge content that candidates need to acquire through professional 
accounting education programs in order to qualify as professional accountants. This 
standard ‘ensures that candidates for membership of an IFAC member body have enough 
advanced professional accountancy knowledge to enable them to function as competent 
professional accountants in an increasingly complex and changing environment.’  
 

The primary knowledge addressed in this standard covers three areas:  

• Accounting, finance, and related knowledge to provide a core technical foundation. 
• Organizational and business knowledge to provide a context in which professional 

accountants work.  
• IT knowledge to provide an understanding of how technology has changed the role 

of the professional accountant.  
 
Language differences have been cited as barriers to the implementation of IES. The 
standards were published in English, and translations to other languages have not been 
forthcoming. This makes it more challenging to have more countries adopt the international 
standards. In addition, some countries have adopted the international standards but still 
have local standards as well. This makes it difficult to determine on which basis 
certification should be given. Faculty should be encouraged to attend conferences to share 
their knowledge of IES 2 with practitioners so that more people become aware of it.  
 
There is also some confusion regarding the two years’ full time study requirement of IESs.  
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Many countries operate with a three or four year program of higher education. For these 
countries two years of full-time study is achievable. Other countries such as those 
participating in SEEPAD have closer to one year of full-time study. In these cases, upper 
level accounting education becomes the responsibility of the professional accounting or 
auditing body in the country. This is problematic because rarely is there strong 
communication between the professional bodies and universities on how to approach this. 
The quality of the accounting and auditing education could be greatly enhanced if there 
were formal mechanisms in place to provide for a structured process that would enable both 
of these groups to meet to discuss and determine the structure of the accounting education 
curriculum.  
 
Enforcing IES 2 can be difficult because of the varying roles that accrediting agencies play 
in different countries. For example, the American Institute of Certified Public Accountants 
(AICPA) as a member body of IFAC may be the appropriate enforcement agency in the 
USA, but it does not control the education requirements of the certification examinations. 
This is the responsibility of the state examination boards. As a result, it may be better to 
have a voluntary accreditation agency such as the Association to Advance Collegiate 
Schools of Business-International (AACSB) be responsible for enforcement. Accreditation 
agencies can be very resistant to change so it may be difficult to have them enforce a 
standard that is unknown to them. In these cases, it is very important that the local IFAC 
member body educates the enforcing agency on the standards and persuades it to include 
them in its regulations.  
 
In order to determine the weaknesses and strengths of various programs, it may be 
beneficial to establish benchmarking for the curricula. This will give IFAC an 
understanding of any problems and provide guidance as to where to focus on improving the 
programs.  
 

The educational experience of students would be greatly enhanced with the increased use of 
case studies in the classroom. It is very important that there is international cooperation in 
the development of cases to be used across the world, especially in parts of the world that 
do not have access to such educational resources. The ‘Big Four’ are a possible source of 
funding for case development.  

Competences  

IES 3 describes the mix of skills that candidates need in order to qualify as professional 
accountants. ‘The aim of this standard is to ensure that candidates for membership of an 
IFAC member body are equipped with the appropriate mix of skills (intellectual, technical, 
personal, interpersonal, and organizational) to function as professional accountants in an 
increasingly complex and demanding environment.’ This IES defines skills as ‘the 
capabilities required by professional accountants to demonstrate competence.’ Capabilities 
include knowledge, skills, professional values, ethics and attitudes, and are aspects of 
competence that can be transferred across different environments.  
 

One of the main challenges with this standard is understanding its intent. The standard 
looks at knowledge, skills, and abilities attained, not just knowledge. This makes it difficult 



Agenda Item 4-2 
 IAESB Meeting – New York, United States, June 22-24, 2009

 

June 2009 IAESB meeting   Page 5 of 7 
 
 

to create one method of achieving the standard. The capability to use the knowledge gained 
must be shown, and it can take years to develop this competency. In developed countries 
such as the USA, Australia, and New Zealand, competencies for accountants have been 
determined. It would be beneficial for developing countries if a model were built from these 
competencies for them to follow as it may boost their attainment. The benchmarking project 
will assist in determining where the developing countries are today compared with 
developed countries. It is important that the benchmarking promote high standards for all 
rather than using a common denominator approach. Finally, the differences between auditor 
and accountant should be clarified when determining their separate competencies.  

Professional Values, Ethics, and Attitudes  

IES 4 addresses the professional values, ethics and attitudes that professional accountants 
should acquire through a professional education program. Although the accounting 
profession ‘operates in environments with different cultures and regulatory requirements,’ 
IFAC has established an international Code of Ethics for Professional Accountants. IES 4 
argues that ‘member bodies have an obligation to their current and future members, as well 
as to society at large, to ensure that their members have a continuing understanding of 
professional values, ethics, and attitudes.’ As a result, ‘member bodies will require trainees 
to gain appropriate training and practical experience prior to admission to membership’.  

Practical Experience  

IES 5 addresses the practical experience that IFAC member bodies should require their 
trainees to gain before they can qualify as professional accountants. ‘Practical experience, 
gained by performing the work of professional accountants, in addition to the acquisition of 
knowledge through professional accounting education programs, is considered necessary 
before candidates can present themselves to the public as professional accountants.’  
 
It appears that different countries have different requirements for practical experience and 
have set up the framework for mentoring and monitoring. The main challenge in this area is 
developing a body of qualified mentors to assist in this requirement. Professional bodies 
should emphasize the importance of becoming a mentor and provide training accordingly. 
Monitoring practical experience is also a challenge for developing countries as well as 
developed countries.  
 
The requirement for auditors versus accountants is also an issue. The IES applies to both, 
but the majority of mentors are auditors so accountants and auditors have the same mentors 
even though this may not be as useful. It was suggested that the IES should be clarified so 
there is no confusion regarding the practical experience requirements for accountants and 
auditors and that separate benchmarks should be developed for accountants who do not 
aspire to become auditors.  
 

Assessment  

IES 6 addresses the requirements for a final assessment of a candidate’s professional 
capabilities and competence prior to professional qualification. ‘Certain competencies, 
professional skills, and values may be better acquired through practical experience and 
assessed in the workplace or through workplace simulations.’  
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Countries vary in their approach to assessing accountants. For example, Turkey requires 
accountants to take examinations to work as accountants whereas in Moldova this is 
optional. Some have separate examinations for accountants and auditors. Years of work 
experience and university training required vary as well. These differences cause confusion 
in implementing the standard. It may be necessary to split the standard into two parts, one 
covering the written examination, and one covering the work experience requirements.  
 
Assessment of work experience appears to be the most problematic aspect of the standard. 
Managers could be trained to assess their employees’ work experience, but that would be 
costly and difficult to implement. More thought needs to be put into this area.  
 

Finally, there is confusion over whether IES 6 applies to the certification of professional 
accountants, professional auditors, or both. This needs to be clarified so the international 
community will agree on certifications.  

Conclusion 

Several broad conclusions can be drawn from the deliberations. First, the IAESB has 
developed a comprehensive set of consistent, high-quality standards for educating 
professional accountants. This effort (stretching back a decade or more to the former IFAC 
Education Committee) has strengthened the essential third leg, together with financial 
reporting and auditing standards, of a strong global accounting profession. Educational 
programs in compliance with these standards will undoubtedly produce high quality 
professional accountants.  

 
Second, the process of uniformly implementing education standards globally is a 
challenging task. The roundtable discussion groups reported on here have pointed out many 
of the practical aspects of implementation. It is clear that implementation in many parts of 
the world is a multi-year undertaking, requiring communication, resources, training, and 
benchmarking progress. The accounting development effort by SEEPAD in Southeast 
Europe, if successful, will perhaps be a model of what can be done in some other parts of 
the world. However, widespread adoption of IAESB standards will require acceptance and 
implementation by accounting educators and educational institutions. By definition, the 
IAESB addresses the needs of member professional bodies of IFAC. The primary means of 
communication and feedback is to and from IFAC’s member bodies. Communication with 
educators is therefore an important challenge because it is often two or three steps removed 
from the IAESB. In some countries, the member bodies are well integrated with the 
education community, but in others, there is little direct influence over what goes on in 
educational institutions. In many countries, accounting education is defined much more 
broadly than preparation for membership of IFAC member bodies. Accountants who 
become members of member bodies represent a minority of the accountants who graduate 
from educational institutions. In many countries, a minority of accounting educators are 
members of IFAC member bodies.  
 
Third, enforcement of education standards is a complex issue. Clearly, IFAC can work 
through member bodies to monitor compliance of candidates for membership, but this does 
not solve the problem in most countries where laws, regulations, traditions, and curricula 
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must change. Outreach efforts by IAESB, such as to include educational associations, like 
the IAAER, as observers in its deliberations and to make speeches and serve on panels at 
national and international educational conferences, are very important means of getting the 
message out as to the nature and content of the standards. The IAESB has also done a good 
job in developing guidance in difficult areas, such as ethics training and information 
technology. The Globalization Roundtables organized by the IAAER, over time, have 
brought the standards to three regions of the world thus far. Each of the roundtables has 
pointed out the inconsistencies of current practice with the standards. It is time now, 
however, to take implementation to a different level. It is not enough to communicate the 
standards to professional bodies and to the few accounting educators who attend national 
and international conferences. The thrust of the IES, particularly IES 2–4, must be brought 
into the classes where students are taught. Implementation of the spirit of these standards 
does not always require major structural changes, but it does require a commitment on the 
part of the faculty to implement their intent. For example, professional values, ethics, and 
attitudes can for the most part be integrated into existing courses if the faulty members have 
the knowledge, commitment, and tools to do it. This goal requires a targeted global faculty 
development program to educate and train accounting faculty in IES and their 
implementation. Such a program might include workshops conducted by IAAER-trained 
faculty for accounting educators on a country or regional basis specifically on IES and their 
implementation in the classroom. It could include country follow-up and consultancy, 
assessment and benchmarking and periodic reporting.  

Extracts were reproduced from:  
International Education Standards (IES): Issues of Implementation-A Report on 
the Third IAAER Globalization Roundtable. 
(Belverd Needles Jr., Accounting Education: an international journal, Vol. 17, Supplement, 
S69–S79, September 2008) 
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