SURVEY

ACCOUNTANTS CAREER

How 1o Become
An Accountant

Accountancy is one of the best career choices a young person can make.
AisLING O’BRIEN explains the education and training options

hile redundancies are prevalent in
many professions, accountancy is
faring better than most. Conse-
quently, many people looking for a
stable career are now attracted to the world
of accountancy, as reflected by increased
interest in accountancy based courses
among school leavers and adults seeking a
career change. Although the current
economic crisis has made it more difficult
for newly qualified accountants to find a
job, every business large and small can’t
function without an accounting input,
whether it’s a bookkeeper or a finance
director. And unlike Irish medical or legal
qualifications, many accountancy qualifica-
tions are recognised globally.
Accountancy spans many different roles
and for people starting out on this career
path, the initial decision comes down to
which qualification to pursue. Some
qualifications are mainly designed for
business degree graduates while others
welcome graduates from other disciplines
and school leavers. The bodies which
train aspiring accountants are:
® The Institute of Chartered Accountants
in Ireland (ICAI)
® The Association of Chartered Certified
Accountants (ACCA)
® The Chartered Institute of Management
Accountants (CIMA)
® The Institute of Certified Public
Accountants in Ireland (CPA)
® Accounting Technicians Ireland (ATI)
Accountancy encompasses three major
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functional areas: financial, cost and man-
agement accounting. Financial accounting
is used to determine the performance of a
business and the financial accountant will
normally work in practice in areas of audit,
taxation, corporate recovery, insolvency
and consultancy. Cost and management
accounting are tools that enable managers
to make daily decisions about the business.

Each accreditation body makes different
demands of students in terms of study
commitment and in-job training. Some
qualifications are more suited than others
for working overseas. Students can
progress from the Leaving Cert to become
accounting technicians, which provides a
platform for moving up the accountancy
career ladder. The training bodies compete
for new recruits by regularly updating their
education programmes and formats. For
instance, the ICAI has recently launched
the Elevation Programme, a new entry
route for experienced graduates wishing
to become chartered accountants.

Here follows a brief explanation of what
the various accountancy bodies offer
prospective accountants.

CIMA

The Chartered Institute of Management
Accountants (CIMA), founded in 1919, is
the world’s leading and largest professional
body of Management Accountants, with
171,000 members and students operating
in 165 countries, working at the heart of
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business. CIMA members and students
work in industry, commerce and not-for-
profit organisations. In Ireland, CIMA’s
7,800 members and students serve as
financial and strategic decision makers in
organisations throughout Ireland. CIMA
works closely with employers and is
constantly updating its qualification,
professional experience requirements
and continuing professional development
to ensure it remains the employers’
choice when recruiting financially-trained
business leaders.

The flexibility of the qualification allows
CIMA members to work in a range of
different careers around the world. With its
emphasis on strategic business skills, a
CIMA qualification widens career options
both within and outside financial
management. Four out of ten CIMA
members work in areas such as operations
management, project management and
IT. The entry level qualification is the
Certificate in Business Accounting, which
introduces the concept of management
accounting and gives the basics of
accounting and business. If you have a
degree or relevant qualification, you may
be exempt from some or all of the five
papers at this level.

The CIMA professional syllabus spans
management accounting, business manage-
ment and financial management. Each
learning pillar contains three specific
subjects. Six papers are examined at the
‘Managerial’ level and a further three at
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‘Strategic’ level. Studies are completed
with the Test of Professional Competence
in Management Accounting, a case study
set in a simulated business context.

Once these examinations have been
successfully completed, students attain the
status of ‘Passed Finalist’. To become a
CIMA member, passed finalists must
acquire three years’ relevant practical
experience. Many students gain this
experience during the period they are
studying for the qualification.

ATl

Accounting Technicians Ireland (formerly
IATI) was established in 1983 and is the
leading professional body for accounting
technicians in the country, both north and
south. Qualified accounting technicians
can perform a wide range of finance roles,
from accounts staff to financial controller
and beyond. For instance, they can
do financial accounting and budgeting,
costing and credit control, payroll
administration and tax returns. More

experienced accounting technicians may
often perform senior managerial tasks and
audits.

With more than 6,000 students enrolled
in 80 colleges nationwide, Accounting
Technicians Ireland is experiencing
unprecedented levels of demand for its
course, and intake numbers are at an all-
time high. According to Jason O’Connor,
director of marketing at ATI: “We offer a
professional qualification that differs from

Jason O’Connor, ATI

many other academic programmes, as
it combines professional exams with
practical work experience. Our graduates
can qualify in just two years and on
becoming members, they can use the
letters MIAT after their name, which is
seen by many employers as essential when
hiring.”

Survey continued on page 42

CHARTERED

A NEW ENTRY ROUTE FOR
EXPERIENCED PROFESSIONALS

The Elevation Programme is an exciting new initiative aimed at attracting
experienced graduates to Chartered Accountancy while offering a greater lavel
of flexibility to candidates in the workplace.

5o if you get the feeling that your career needs to break through to the next level,
find out how the Elevation Programme could be the perfect solution for you,

(RO LoCall 1870 2682928
(UK/NI LoCall 0845 3015647
WWW.ELEVATIONPROGRAMME.IE

@ Chartered Accountants
O AR N

Business Plus July/August 2009

41



BP SURVEY | Accountants Career

Individuals can choose to study full-time,
part-time or through distance learning,
allowing them to work and study at the
same time, which can be important to
people who need to balance work, family
life and study. “While AT is a standalone
qualification in its own right, it can also be
used as a stepping stone into one of the
other accounting bodies and they all offer
AT graduates significant exemptions for
taking their exams,” said O’Connor.

Accounting Technicians Ireland is a
member body of the International
Federation of Accountants. According to
lan Ball, chief executive of IFAC: “The role
of accounting technicians is a very
important one, and not just in accountancy
firms. They also play a crucial part in both
companies and government organisa-
tions. Accounting technicians are the
people who do a lot of the detailed work
and there are a lot of different types of
roles that they can engage in.”

Ball believes that the number of
accounting technicians is growing
worldwide, particularly in the developing
world where the shortage of accountancy
skills is greatest. While the economic crisis
may have put pressure on accountancy
roles everywhere, Ball believes that the
profession remains an extremely attractive
career. “It's still a highly desirable
profession and there are a multitude of
different career opportunities within the
industry as a whole,” said Ball.

The Institute of Certified Public
Accountants in Ireland (CPA) has in excess
of 5,000 members and students. CPA
members and students work across a vari-
ety of roles in both practice and
industry, including financial services,
banking, manufacturing, construction,
education and consultancy. According to
John White, president of CPA Ireland:
“The CPA is the most commonly used
designation for professional accountants
worldwide, making it a highly portable
qualification. The CPA Institute in
Ireland has a number of international
affiliations, which ensures the qualification
is recognised overseas, including New
Zealand, Australia and Canada.”

There are three main routes to entry in
becoming a CPA: holding a recognised
degree, diploma, certificate, accounting
technician or professional qualification;
school leaver; and mature student. CPA
candidates must complete four levels of
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John White, CPA

exams, a minimum of three years of
relevant supervised training, and also
prove their competency with computers.
While the majority of CPA entrants have
studied business or accountancy, this is not
essential and the qualification is open to
all. Holders of recognised qualifications
may be entitled to various exemptions
from the CPA exams.

CPA offers flexible study options and
students can choose to study part-time,
full-time, weekend or distance learning
programmes, or any combination of these.
Students can opt to study in a number of
different CPA-approved educators located
around the country.

When it comes to training, CPA
students are not tied to a training contract,
which means they are free to choose their
employer and job sector. The idea is that
this flexibility and freedom of movement
will enable the candidate to make progress
in their chosen career while continuing to
study for exams. At least 50% of the
training gained must be supervised by a
fully qualified accountant.

White says that CPA’s unique modular
system suits people who are in the
workplace. He added that CPA members
can access technical and CPE support.
“The institute promotes the CPA
brand on an ongoing basis to ensure
that members’ credentials are highly
regarded among the business community,
government and the general public,”
said White.
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ACCA

The Association of Chartered Certified
Accountants (ACCA) is the global body for
professional accountants. ACCA, which
has 493,500 members and students
training and working in 170 countries
around the world, offers business-relevant
qualifications to those who wish to pursue
a career in accountancy, finance and
management. ACCA provide a flexible
qualification where students can gain their
work experience before, after or while
studying, with full-time, part-time and
distance learning options available.

ACCA currently has 20,000 students
and members in Ireland and offers a range
of core qualifications including Certified
Accounting Technician (CAT), which can
be achieved with a combination of nine
exams and one year of practical
experience. The CAT will then allow
exemption from the first three papers
of the ACCA qualification which is
globally respected.

To complete the ACCA qualification,
students are required to pass the ethics
module, 14 exams (nine are eligible for
exemption) and three years relevant
practical experience to demon-strate
competences for membership. As well as
this qualification, students can complete a
BSc in Applied Accounting, either while
they are completing the ACCA exams or
after. Once you are a member, ACCA
offers the opportunity to complete a
MBA in 21 months. This course offers
the opportunity to work in fields such as
chief financial officer, director or partner
in an accounting firm, auditor general,
forensic accountant and business adviser.
ACCA says that the job mobility attached
to this qualification stretches over many
industries and sectors and transcends
borders.

ACCA works with over 8,500 approved
employers across the globe and ACCA
members work across all industry sectors
- public practice, corporate, public and
financial services. Graduates can be
exempt from up to nine of the 14
ACCA exams and a mature student route,
which doesn’t require any academic
qualification, is also available. The key to
this global accountancy qualification is
flexibility - with students being able to
take career breaks, study in over 135
countries worldwide and gain work
experience before, after or while
completing the ACCA exams.

Survey continued on page 44
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|CAI

According to the Institute Of Chartered
Accountants in Ireland (ICAI), training as
a chartered accountant opens the door to
a range of career opportunities in every
sector of business and finance. The ICAI
is the largest accountancy body in Ireland,
representing almost 23,000 members and
students. Last year saw a record student
intake for ICAI, with over 1,700 new
students and equal numbers of men and
women applying.

Chartered accountants provide strategic
guidance, expertise and consulting across
an array of business activities and sectors.
According to the ICAI, nine of the top ten
ISEQ companies have a chartered
accountant as their financial director or
chief executive, and chartered accountants
are seen as the elite of the financial
profession.

There are several routes to full
membership of ICAI including graduate
level (the most popular route); post-
graduate; and direct entry (school-leaver).
In the case of graduates, entry is not
confined to business or commerce

graduates; last year 15% of chartered
accountancy students came from non-
business graduate backgrounds. Business
graduates may avail of numerous
exemptions from ICAI examinations,
with some degrees gaining an entire
exemption from the first year (CAP1)
examination.

Graduate trainees are typically
required to fulfil a three-and-a-half-year
contract, but there are exceptions. For
students who want to start this process
directly after secondary school, they can
expect to fulfil a five-and-a-half-year
contract. They also need to have
obtained 360 points in their Leaving Cert
and gain a distinction in the Accounting
Technicians Ireland one-year foundation
course. Although the majority of trainees
are based in medium to large size
accountancy practices, an increasing
number also train in business. When
training in business students are often
introduced to specialised areas in industry
such as treasury and management
accounting, and may also have the
opportunity to be seconded to a
practicing firm.

The Elevation Programme is a new
entry route for experienced graduates
wishing to become chartered accountants.
The programme is available in ten centres
nationwide and is based on evening and
weekend engagement. The programme is
aimed at graduates who have been in the
workplace for a number of years who are
looking to take their careers to the next
level. Elevation delivers the same standard
of education as the traditional chartered
accountancy route, through lectures every
second weekend and on occasional
evenings. To be eligible to enrol on this
route, the applicant must have four years
relevant work experience.

Chartered accountancy is distinguished
from the other accountancy qualifi-
cations by its training model which
requires students to enter a training
contract under the supervision of a
chartered accountant. According to
Diarmuid Breathnach, ICAI student
services manager: “We believe that
this unique approach of combined
work and study produces far more
highly skilled and dynamic pro-
fessionals.”

Interested in a
in
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training you don’t have to commit to a
contract with one employer, so that
gives you great flexibility and freedom.
You can also put relevant work experi-
ence towards your training require-
ments, and you don’t need to be in
relevant employment when starting
exams.”

Another reason Bruton chose the
CPA is because of its international
recognition. “You can travel all over the
world with the qualification,” she said.
“l qualified in 2005 and three years ago
I joined the internal auditing depart-
ment in CRH and | got to do lots of
travelling. | then moved internally into
group finance, where I’'m now assistant
manager, corporate reporting.” Bruton
secured her qualification over three
years, attending lectures two nights a
week. She added: “It was tough going at
times but it was worth it in the end.”

Caoimhin Young (CIMA)

IMA graduate Caoimhin Young
Cmade the decision to embark on a

career in accountancy when he
completed a Commerce degree in
NUIG in 2005. After graduating he
got a job in AIB’s group management
information department, which
oversees the financial forecast and
planning for the group, and he then
chose CIMA for his training.

CIMA is a membership body that
offers a globally recognised
professional management accounting
qualification and Young felt that it
offered a different skills set to the
other courses. “There is more of an
analytical and strategic focus with
CIMA, which is what I was looking
for. So that’s why | was drawn to it,”
said Young. The training is broken up
into three different levels, explained

Young, covering a basic foundation,
management and then strategic
element. The final exam is a case study
based on an industry, which he found
to be a really interesting and different
way of learning. “You can take the
course at your own pace too, but I did
it in about two-and-a-half years. There
are two exam sittings a year when you
get to the second level. | qualified at
the end of last year.”
Young now feels that his

training with CIMA will give him a
competitive advantage in the
accountancy profession. “I think my
qualification will get me a foothold in
the door in the jobs market. | learned
how a whole business works rather
than just the accounting aspect of it. So
in that sense | got a broader sense of
understanding.”

Survey continued on page 48
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Chartered Institute of
Management Accountants

With its emphasis on strategic business skills, a CIMA

qualification widens your career options both within and

outside financial management. Four out of ten members work

in areas such as operations management, project management

and IT. Particularly in times of recession, CIMA makes it possible

to combine the security of holding a professional qualification

with the excitement and reward of being a business leader.

T. 4353 (0) 1 643 0400 E. dublin@cimaglobal.com

www.cima.ie
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