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The accounting profession is undergoing significant changes due to revolutions in technology and markets. It is ever more

important for higher education institutions (HEIs) to understand how to prepare professionals and students for the not-so-

distant future. 
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1. Introduction

The challenges faced by the accounting profession nowadays are unparalleled: shifts and changes generated by the

acceleration of information technologies (IT) and artificial intelligence (AI), as well as social and economic changes, are so

profound that the very nature of the field needs to be reimagined and reinvented, as the older, more repetitive tasks

disappear from the job .

A lot has been written about the future of the accounting profession, on topics including the role of higher education

institutions (HEIs) in this process, although the field is still not saturated. One of the most common criticisms of HEIs is

that curricula do not seem to reflect the trends, solutions, and changes divulged in the scientific literature , which

seems odd given the fact that most of this knowledge is produced by academics. This claim is usually made without

concrete data to back it up and is based on researchers’ individual perceptions about what is happening in the field.

2. How Is Accounting Higher Education Preparing the Future of
Accounting

The accounting profession is unquestionably going through a revolutionary period, brought about by fast and furious

transformations of the industrial economy into the information economy paradigm, increased globalization, and the

increased availability of information, as well as the ability to process (big) data . As accounting services become wider

and more diversified, two seemingly contradictory consequences arise: (1) accountants need to increase their technical

specialization , and (2) the rapid and unpredictable changes in the profession bring forth the need for continuous

learning, flexibility, and adaptation to new circumstances , which is to say that accountants need to become more

specialized while simultaneously keeping their options open.

One clear implication of this conundrum is that accountants and accounting students will need to have strong transversal

skills, including soft skills such as self-regulation, communication, and teamwork , as well as IT proficiency 

and technological skills such as automated systems and accounting information systems (AIS), which allow for the

collection, treatment, and dissemination of financial/accounting information  and are a more efficient and efficacious

response to clients’ needs, with faster and better-supported responses .

The consensus in the literature revolves around the notion that simple book`-keeping activity is nowadays considered an

extremely narrow view of what the accounting profession is . However, opinions are divided regarding the future of the

accounting profession, including the fear of extinction brought about by AIS versus the more optimistic perspective that AI

will not eliminate jobs but rather enable performance, and improve human capital, as boring and repetitive tasks will tend

to disappear from accountants’ to-do lists, which will make their jobs more focused on unexpected creative thinking

challenges, generating an effect of ‘augmented intelligence’ in human capital .

In line with the latter perspective, accountants are nowadays evolving from mere financial accountancy to the field of

business financial reporting, which includes variables such as human resources, production control, and stakeholder

relations in companies, adding complexity and nuance to accountancy . Thus, the role of accountants becomes: (1) to
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communicate the information produced in an understandable way for the companies’ stakeholders and (2) to add value to

the information produced .

As they move from bean counters to business decision-makers, accountants’ competencies must change and open up to

other challenges and technological processes . Business intelligence and the ability to build interpersonal

relationships with real decision-makers are more important than ever, which means that there is an increased emotional

component to the job, so that communication, interpersonal, and organizational competencies are of crucial importance

for accountants .

In globalized and competitive markets, companies must make decisions with higher speed and support. Accountants play

a key role in companies as they collect, analyze, and disseminate information for decision-making . Research

indicates that capital markets react more favorably to financial reports that have had the intervention of professionals with

an accounting degree . Thus, accountants are required to play a more active role in assisting management in the

decision-making process, for which a transformation of accountants’ roles is needed, which requires a new approach to

their skills.

The impact of accountants’ input is more pronounced in small and medium enterprises, where these professionals

undertake tasks that are performed by several departments in large companies . In SMEs, which represent circa 80%

of European companies, the accountant needs a greater polyvalence, which is to say they need more transversal skills,

more adaptability, and better learning skills, since the training of accountants tends to focus mostly on technical skills

bearing in mind more the needs of larger companies, rather than SMEs . The main subject concerning the accountant’s

profile is related with ethical concerns  and the stereotype of accountants . Therefore, academic

training, as well as skills developed, are important to develop professional ethics and avoid financial scandals .

Thus, it is clear the alignment of labor market needs and accountants’ training is fundamental in order to preserve the

pertinence of the accounting profession as a whole. This is becoming increasingly urgent given the evolution of

technologies and improvement of information systems that discard more trivial routine, predictable and structured actions,

as well as globalization, which makes competition also global .

The concern with the fit between what higher education institutions (HEIs) teach and the labor market needs is not new

, but the current circumstances make this issue paramount. However, HEIs have been slow to respond to this

challenge. According to Albrecht and Sack , there are three main issues HEIs face concerning accounting courses are:

(1) the diminution of students, (2) curricula becoming obsolete, and (3) the fact that students reportedly regret choosing

accounting courses after they have started their training.

Students tend to choose the academic accounting path considering work stability, salary, the ability to use a specific skill

set, high standards and ethics of the profession, career opportunities, and a friendly work environment . However,

family, friends, teachers, and other third parties seem to have a high interference in this choice, stressing the

aforementioned factors as important, which may sway students who were otherwise inclined . For HEIs, this means

that course information and layout should be clear and well structured, focusing on the development of the competencies

the job market needs in order to recruit and keep students motivated and decrease turnover .

Further, professional orders in accountancy have been creating preparatory courses for people to be able to register as

professionals, which is clear evidence that HEI courses on their own seem to be unable to meet guild requirements .

To make matters worse, in the European context, the Bologna process contributed to the abbreviation of many graduate

courses from 5 to 3 years, which brought about the need to change and reduce the variety and depth of topics in

undergraduate courses , as is the case of Portugal.

So, the situation for the accounting profession and accounting education is quite challenging: on the one hand, there is a

fast-changing labor market that includes technologically enhanced decision-making tools for a globalized world and

discards the trivial, repetitive tasks accountants often performed in the past, and on the other hand, a slow changing HEIs

landscape that is dealing with its own identity crises, with less motivated students and less time to impart all the

knowledge believed to be necessary to perform the job adequately.

According to , excellence in technical skills is considered crucial to improving performance and creating legitimacy for

the information produced; however, as years go by, non-technical competencies have been assuming greater ponderation

in what the market requires of graduates .
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Increased competitiveness in the market has made accountants sustain and develop a wider array of competencies,

namely, where behavioral and IT competencies are concerned . This type of competency helps perform daily tasks but

also promotes the adaptation to unstructured, unexpected, new types of problems that may arise . Yet, these types of

competencies that are considered most critical for the future of the profession are the ones that seem to be most missing

from accountants’ HEI curricula .

The premise is that the development of soft skills and IT competencies will allow accountants to think and act more

disruptively and originally vs. the traditional blind rule that is in tune with the stereotype most associated with the

profession . The idea is that education should come before training  in the same way that attitudes should

come before skills and abilities. The International Accounting Education Standards Board (IAESB) subscribes to this idea

in the International Education Standard (IES) 4, the document prescribing learning outcomes for professional values,

ethics, and attitudes that the initial professional development of aspiring accountants should offer and states that

behavioral competencies should be taught first and isolated from other technical skills, to intertwin both types of

competencies further on to meet the needs of the labor market . Others propose that transversal competencies should

always be articulated with other more technical competencies . Regardless, what seems to be unquestionable

is the consensus on the need for these competencies to be encouraged and developed.

Considering that HEIs should strive to solve asymmetries between graduate competencies and labor markets’ needs, both

interests should be cared for in a balanced manner . Yet, in accounting, there seems to be a big difference between

what HEIs teach and what students need for their future profession .

Challenges exist in three separate perspectives: (1) differences between what scholars and employers understand are

key competencies that HEIs should develop; (2) individual and institutional limitations that restrict the development of non-

technical competencies and finally; and (3) professorial limitations that are reflected in teaching approaches and methods

that constrain the development of competencies by students .

The focus on developing soft skills and IT proficiency together with specific solid technical skills has the potential to credit

the accounting profession with new prestige and an enhanced reputation . Therefore, HEIs must not only comply

with international standards such as the IES 4 developed by IAESB but also with the technical requirements imposed by

the Order of Certified Accountants (Ordem dos Contabilistas Certificados—OCC) so that their courses are accredited and

will lead to certification as an accountant. For that reason, the OCC should also consider the future needs of the

accountant profession to adapt to the requirements imposed on HEIs, ensuring that the need for HEIs to adapt to OCC

requirements to have their courses accredited does not neglect the new needs of the profession.
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