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Abstract

The New Zealand Institute of Chartered Accountants (NZICA) has become an agent of change for Accounting Technicians (AT). Since November 2006, it reopened the College of Associate Chartered Accountants (ACA) and offered a special entry route for applicants to gain an ACA.  This pathway has been followed by 114 AT members with either a degree and three years of relevant work experience in two technical accounting areas or a NZ Diploma in Business and five years of experience in two technical accounting areas.  Although the special entry route is available to non-members this paper explores the impact of an expanded mid-level accounting ACA College on the College of Accounting Technicians.  A brief survey questioned existing ATs about their intentions to enter the ACA College and the findings are reported. The majority of respondents indicated they intended to apply for ACA.  Despite initiating the change the NZICA remains committed to retaining the College of ATs.   The NZDipBus is still a viable academic entry point to AT membership although it allows graduates to staircase to degree qualifications and then progress to Chartered Accountant status.
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Introduction
The New Zealand Institute of Chartered Accountants (NZICA) in its role as an agent of change reopened the College of Associate Chartered Accountants (ACA) in November 2006.  This action will result in a significant migration of Accounting Technicians (ATs) to this college under the special entry requirements now extended to November 2008.  This paper reviews the short history of the College of Accounting Technicians and investigates AT members’ intentions to apply for ACA status.  The future of the AT College is discussed as a result of the changes made by NZICA.    

Background
 An Accounting Technician (AT) was perceived to support the role of a Chartered Accountant by performing relatively low level accounting tasks such as recording financial transactions, managing accounting systems, preparing financial reports and tax returns, credit control, and payroll duties. There was an emphasis on practical skills.  Bell (1995) reported other common positions which could be taken as AT roles such as budget officer, cost assistant, audit assistant and secondary school teacher in accounting, although this latter type of experience never received professional recognition. 

It was the success of the Association of Accounting Technicians (AAT) in the United Kingdom that led the then New Zealand Society of Accountants (NZSA) to establish a separate College of Accounting Technicians on 1 July 1995 in order to give such accounting staff a professional qualification and status.  The academic entry requirement was then, and remains, the 2-year full time equivalent NZ Diploma in Business qualification with nine specified accounting papers.  Initially, on an individual basis, alternative academic qualifications were recognised as equivalent academic requirements, as was significant practical experience at an appropriate level in certain technical accounting areas. These transitional compensating academic arrangements along with the equivalent of one full-time year of work experience boosted the College membership from 188 in 1996 to 796 in 1997 but then normal admission rules applied to increase the membership to just below 1100 in subsequent years. AT membership was 1078 in 2000 and has remained static at this level since then.

Highlights

Local branches initially formed Accounting Technicians’ Special Interest Groups. The longest serving Wellington AT Special Interest Group (SIG) was formed in 1997 with monthly meetings to plan Continuing Professional Development courses or networking events and advocate on behalf of their members in regard to issues such as raising awareness of the designation with recruitment firms and visits to secondary schools.  Local branches organised their regional contests for the Young AT of the Year to the later AT of the Year awards. 

Two years after the AT College opened, McIntosh (1997) reported an increased interest in membership.  A sample of NZ Diploma in Business students surveyed in 1997 perceived that gaining AT membership would increase their employment prospects.  According to McIntosh (1997) ATs in chartered accountancy firms worked almost exclusively in the business services compliance area. 

There was international recognition of AT members, reported by Bignell (1999), as the result of a reciprocal membership arrangement between the Institute and the AAT (UK).  

ATs have served on a wide range of Institute committees including the Executive Board, Admissions Board, Disciplinary Tribunal, Branch and Professional Development committees.  ATs have judged the AT of the Year awards at both regional and national level. Two ATs have achieved the notable membership status of Fellow of the Institute in recognition of their service to the profession.   

Winners of the AT of the Year awards demonstrated their special achievements over and above their normal accounting duties in quite daunting interviews.  Some recipients were appointed to the national AT Committee and others have become CA members. As the AT membership aged it was necessary to drop the “Young AT” category to include all ATs.   

Two one-day national conferences for ATs were held in 1997 and 1999 and were well attended but interest waned until November 2005 when a third national conference was held in Auckland.  Less than 100 delegates attended but concluded the event was very successful. It was at this event that the notion of the ACA designation was announced by Garry Muriwai, Chief Executive of the Institute. There had been increasing concern expressed by AT members about the inappropriateness of the term “technician” as the majority of members were not low-level support people, as described in the market branding literature of the College, but were high level accountants in their own right in terms of responsibilities and remuneration. The reopening of the ACA College to allow the transfer of academically qualified ATs was a major coup.  Unfortunately the second proposal of the designation ACA (Tech) was not likely to proceed as it was not accepted by Council.  This move would have dealt with the name change issue for ATs who entered the AT college under transitional recognition of work experience.  

Stagnation 

Concern about the lack of recognition of the AT title and qualification was expressed by Bignell (1999) just four years after the College was formed.  One of the reasons for the lack of growth was the lack of recognition by the public.  Recruitment firms did not understand the meaning of the qualification and there was a corresponding lack of support by members of the Chartered Accountancy profession. The suggested way forward for the national AT Committee was to increase membership by attracting provisional AT members and promoting the AT brand to the accounting profession.   These strategies were relatively ineffective in attracting new ATs. 

Part of the problem was that the bulk of the AT membership was more highly experienced in senior positions of responsibility than the brand promoted. The only benefit of having an AT designation was Institute membership. The AT by itself was not perceived to provide the value to members that they wanted.  There was widespread dissatisfaction with the term “technician” as this did not reflect the members’ roles. The occupational grouping of ATs according to the NZICA (2006) shows the predominance of ATs work in chartered accountants’ practices (35%) followed by commerce or industry (28%) and 5% of ATs worked in local government.  The most common job title for recent successful ACA members (54.4%) was “Accountant” followed by 21% describing themselves as “Assistant Accountant” (Executive Update, June 2007). 

In 2005, the Institute endeavoured to counter a declining AT membership with a Practice Entry Route to the College recognising the expertise of experienced accounting staff without any formal or professional qualifications.  Initially this was to be a pilot scheme and if successful would be fully implemented in an effort to attract a potential of 10,000 new ATs. The new practice entry route sought to provide the means, without formal study and qualifications, whereby potential ATs could get recognition for their accounting experience through technical competence assessment using national business unit standards. This alternative method of practice entry would exist alongside the normal academic requirements but would not allow such candidates to progress into either the ACA or Chartered Accountant (CA) colleges.  The pilot scheme has not been taken up by the numbers expected except for a few employees in the public sector. This route remains open but is relatively complex for employees given the dearth of qualified workplace or competency-based assessors. Another drawback of this scheme is that AT candidates cannot staircase towards the ACA. 
In recent years, only the Waikato, Manawatu and Wellington branch special interest groups (SIGs) have remained active. ATs in the other regions came from such a diverse range of disciplines that they followed their own areas of expertise making an AT SIG redundant.
As ATs retired or committee members transferred to the CA or ACA colleges, the Wellington AT SIG disbanded recently as did the national AT College Committee which had met twice a year since inception. 

Accounting Technician Research

The reopening of the ACA College by NZICA prompted an investigation of ATs intentions to ascertain whether or not ATs would apply to enter the ACA College under a special entry route available until 1 November 2007.  Although the national AT College committee endorsed the reopening of the ACA College, the committee and the Wellington SIG were concerned about its impact on the AT College membership. 

The viability of the AT College could be in jeopardy if significant numbers of existing ATs migrated to the ACA College. No prior research on the intentions of  had been undertaken so a brief email questionnaire (see Appendix 1) was delivered to 1754 AT members who had email addresses. 

Survey results

There were 1055 existing AT and 699 provisional AT members and 51.65 % of these members (906) opened the email.  Valid responses were received from 238 members by the due date. The response rate was 26.27% of members who opened the email.   70% of respondents were female which is in contrast to the overall member profile by gender in 2006 where 36% of members were female (NZICA Annual report 2006).

Figure 1 displays age in years of respondents. The age groups are remarkably even. 
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Figure 1: Age of respondents in years
Results indicated that 61.3% of 238 respondents intended to apply for ACA membership or had already done so, but were still ATs at the time of the survey date of 8 June 2007.

The reasons given for AT respondents not applying for an ACA were predominantly that they were not academically eligible (16.7% had neither a NZ Diploma in Business nor a degree) and  8.4% of respondents had insufficient work experience in two technical accounting areas.  Another reason for not pursuing ACA was shown by 5.5% of respondents (13) who indicated their intention to apply for CA membership.  Only 10.1% of respondents were satisfied with their AT status.  Respondents gave multiple reasons for not applying for ACA but these were relatively minor. For example, 1.8% of respondents suggested that the ACA designation was too expensive and 2.2% indicated that the ACA was not relevant to their jobs or they were near retirement.   

Academically qualified respondents indicated that 56.7% had the NZ Diploma in Business and 36.1% had a degree.  15.1% of respondents (36) had both a diploma and a degree whereas 19.75% of respondents (47) had no formal academic qualifications. One respondent did have old ACA examination results predating the NZ Diploma in Business.  45% of respondents entered the AT College under the original transitional arrangements.  

Figure 2 displays the length of work experience time indicating that the majority, 54.6% of respondents, had more than 10 years experience whereas 4.6% of respondents had less than 3 years of experience. 
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Figure 2: Work experience of respondents

Of the 146 ATs intending to apply for ACA, 45.2 % had degrees, 64.4% had a NZ Diploma in Business, 43.2% were foundation members, 52.3% had more than 10 years work experience and 73.3% were female.  

Discussion
The survey response rate was good from interested members, judging by the number of requests for the survey results. The survey findings demonstrate a clear intention of existing ATs to progress to the ACA membership
 as at June 2007. This membership movement will have a serious impact on the AT College, leaving a significantly reduced membership which may or may not be viable in the future. There will be greater difficulty in attracting candidates for the AT of the Year awards. ATs who intend to move to the ACA College will be well qualified and experienced. They will be mostly female and with a wide range of ages. The movement to ACA will reflect their considerable experience and qualifications with an appropriate professional designation.   

The executive board of NZICA  (Executive Board Update, 2007) agreed to extend the window of opportunity special entry route to 1 November 2008. This action will allow more ATs to attain ACA status and will particularly benefit those provisional AT members who have one or two papers to complete their qualifications or are one year short of the required practical experience such as 4.6 % of the survey respondents.  This action will further contribute to a reduced AT membership. 

The Future

At the last meeting of the national AT College committee in November 2006, the Institute was adamant that the AT College would continue.  There is now a global recognition of the designation. A Google search revealed more than a million results for “Accounting Technician”.  In the UK, 6000 people qualify each year with the AAT and there are more than 100,000 members of this world-wide organisation, which was set up in 1980.  There are potential benefits of the reciprocal agreement with AAT (UK) for AT members intending to work in the UK, as the AAT qualification has extensive recognition.  The AT brand is also recognised in Ireland which has the Institute of Accounting Technicians in Ireland (IATI). In the UK there is also the Certified Accounting Technicians (CAT) qualification and in Hong Kong, there is the Hong Kong Institute of Accredited Accounting Technicians. 

Job advertisements using the “Accounting Technician” designation are more frequent now as more recruitment and chartered accountancy firms recognise the special attributes of ATs.  Fermor (2005) obtained employers’ views of accounting technicians and confirmed that employers of ATs most value their educational qualifications, their ethical attributes associated with membership of NZICA and their knowledge of current accounting issues. Fermor also noted that employers consider ATs bring a number of different skills, attributes and knowledge to business and undertake a vast range of duties.

The NZ Diploma in Business is a valuable academic qualification owned by the New Zealand Qualifications Authority (NZQA) and delivered by Institutes of Technology and Polytechnics (ITP NZ) and private training establishments.  In 2006, results reported to NZQA were 410 passes in 201 Financial Accounting; 646 passes in 202 Management Accounting; and 300 passes in 206 Taxation. It was these three papers that ATs found most useful in their NZ Diploma in Business according to Fermor (2005).  These figures suggest that there will be at least 300 DipBus graduates per year nationally, with relevant accounting papers, who will be academically eligible for AT membership.  Now the special entry route has been extended these graduates may enter the ACA College if they have the requisite experience.  Some of these graduates may also cross-credit their Diploma results to business degrees.

The Institute’s commitment to maintaining the AT College is demonstrated by the current review of the AT Log Book of practical experience and the Professional Competence Programme (PCP) in place of the Professional Competence Examination 1 (PCE 1).

Conclusion

The migration of ATs to the ACA College is inevitable given that many of these members were not placed in a college appropriate to their qualifications and experience. Despite more than 61% of the survey respondents indicating their intention to apply for ACA membership and the consequential impact on the AT College, the Institute remains committed to the AT College. Institutes of Technology and Polytechnics of NZ (ITP NZ) and numerous private education organisations are still teaching the NZ Diploma in Business which is the current academic eligibility criterion for AT membership. There are job advertisements for ATs which has become an accepted term by employers after 12 years.  It is likely too that a new national AT Committee will be reconstituted to advocate for a different body of AT members that will resemble the original concept of an accounting technician.
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Appendix 1
Questionnaire for Accounting Technicians

Please indicate your response to each question with a tick √ in the applicable box.

1. Do you intend to apply for Associate Chartered Accountant (ACA) membership under the special entry requirements?   


□ Yes 
□ No

2. If your answer to Question 1 was No, why would you not apply for ACA membership?

□ I am not academically eligible as I do not have a NZ Diploma in Business.

 □ I am not academically eligible as I do not have an appropriate Bachelor’s degree.
□ It is too expensive.

□ It is not relevant to my present job. 
□ I am satisfied with my Accounting Technician (AT) membership.

□ I intend to apply for membership of the College of Chartered Accountants.

□ Other………………….
3. Do you have a NZ Diploma in Business? 

□ Yes  
□ No

4. Do you have a Bachelor’s degree with relevant accounting subjects?   

□ Yes  
□ No

5. Did you become an Accounting Technician under the original transition arrangements based on your work experience?

□Yes 
□ No 

6. What work experience do you have?  

□ < 3 years  
□ 3-5 years 
□ 5-10 years     □ >10 years
7. What age range applies to you?


□ 21-30 years  
□ 31-40 years □ 41-50 years  □>50 years

8. Are you?    
□ Male 
 □ Female
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� As at 31 July 2007, 106 full ATs have transferred to ACA by the Special Entry route and 8 full ATs have been admitted to the ACA College by the standard entry route.
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