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Abstract: This study aims to investigate the alignment of emerging skills and competencies 

with Continuous Professional Development (CPD) programs in the accounting and auditing 

professions. The research focuses on enhancing the intellectual capital within these sectors, 

as dictated by the demands of the modern knowledge economy. Employing the World 

Economic Forum’s (WEF) framework of emerging skills for professional services, a 

comprehensive content analysis is conducted. This involves reviewing 1009 learning 

outcomes across 248 CPD courses offered by the global professional accounting body. The 

analysis reveals that while the existing courses cover all WEF-identified skills, there is an 

unaddressed requirement for a specialized focus on specific competencies. The study also 

notes gaps in clearly articulated learning outcomes, highlighting the need for more explicit 

statements to facilitate effective skills development and knowledge transfer. This research 

contributes to the ongoing discourse on intellectual capital management strategies, providing 

actionable recommendations for professional organizations. It fills a critical gap in 

understanding how CPD offerings can be optimized to better prepare accounting and auditing 

professionals for the evolving knowledge economy. 

Keywords: intellectual capital; accounting; auditing; skills; continuous professional 

development; CPD 

1. Introduction 

Intellectual capital encompasses three dimensions, one of which is human 

capital (Kufepaksi and Gunawan, 2018). Recognized as a vital catalyst for economic 

productivity and success, human capital is essentially the aggregate of skills and 

competencies within individuals and communities (Apergis et al., 2021; Curado et al., 

2011; Felício et al., 2012; Gangani et al., 2006; Kryscynski et al., 2021; Kufepaksi 

and Gunawan, 2018; Mahoney and Kor, 2015; McGregor et al., 2004; Prasetyo and 

Kistanti, 2020; Vathanophas, 2007). Investing in skill acquisition through education 

and training contributes to the development of productive human capital (Elkin, 

1998). This form of capital serves as a cornerstone for innovation, knowledge 

creation, and the development of social capital (Apergis et al., 2021). It also plays a 

significant role in attracting foreign direct investment, particularly in developing 

countries (Adeli Nik et al., 2013), and is a key ingredient for fostering quality 

economic growth (Prasetyo and Kistanti, 2020). The evolving nature of employment 

relationships has put an emphasis on the importance of developing human capital 

(McGregor et al., 2004). It is instrumental in establishing and bolstering a firm’s core 

competencies (Mahoney and Kor, 2015). Moreover, a firm’s entrepreneurial 
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activities are positively influenced by its human capital (Dempster and Isaacs, 2017). 

In terms of practical application, firm-specific human capital has both theoretical and 

pragmatic implications (Kryscynski et al., 2021). Within the realm of human 

resources, competencies are employed across various functions (Gangani et al., 2006) 

and are essential elements to include in job descriptions for ensuring success 

(Vathanophas, 2007). 

To foster human capital development, it’s crucial to align individual skills and 

competencies with current labor market needs. Early education lays the foundation 

for basic cognitive and non-cognitive abilities, but as research indicates, mid-career 

training is increasingly vital for adapting to technological advancements and 

evolving job requirements (Camargo et al., 2021). Studies reveal that addressing the 

challenges posed by Industry 4.0 is essential for enhancing the skills of all workforce 

generations (Kohnová et al., 2020). Human capital not only contributes to value 

creation but also serves as a competitive edge for emerging businesses (Baghai et al., 

2021). However, the acquisition of such capital is often complicated by inadequate 

information and the slow development of company-specific skills, which can be 

challenging to obtain in efficient labor markets (Coff, 2002). The significance of 

skills in economic development also varies across economies, emphasizing the need 

to factor them into any developmental strategy (Hanushek et al., 2015). 

The accounting profession is not exempt from the need to develop new skills 

and competencies due to challenges related to globalization, technological 

innovation, and changing regulatory environments (Ghani et al., 2019). These 

challenges have necessitated the acquisition of new competences and the 

formalization of these skills. Financial statements underpin global economic 

development, underscoring the imperative for accountants to adapt swiftly to these 

changes (Ghani et al., 2019). Yet, current accounting education often falls short in 

preparing students for the digital technologies that are becoming integral to the field 

(Stanciu and Gheorghe, 2020). There is a noticeable gap between the skills taught in 

accounting education and those needed in today’s dynamic global business 

environments (Mohamed and Lashine, 2003). Moreover, the profession faces 

challenges beyond just globalization and technology, such as the ramifications of 

automation and the necessity for accountants to keep pace with rapid changes 

(Faituša et al., 2020). There is also a need for ongoing adaptation to fluctuating 

regulations and compliance requirements (Azubuike, 2015). Historically, the 

development of the accounting profession has been influenced by economic shifts 

and its evolving relationship with governmental regulation (Abeysekera, 2006; 

Carnegie and Napier, 1996). In the broader business context, technological 

innovations like blockchain and artificial intelligence are also reshaping the 

accounting landscape (Abu Huson et al.; Stein Smith, 2018). However, integrating 

these new technologies into accounting systems comes with its own set of challenges, 

particularly when considering the unique attributes of technologies like blockchain 

(Tan and Low, 2019). 

Continuous Professional Development (CPD) programs in accounting and 

auditing are vital for equipping professionals with the skills needed to adapt to 

changing industry landscapes. However, the true effectiveness of these programs is 

contingent upon their alignment with the evolving skill sets and competencies 
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required for emerging job roles in the field (Halabi and Chowdhury, 2018; 

Siriwardane et al., 2014). Although considerable research has been done on the 

competencies essential for entry-level positions and accounting education, there 

remains a significant research gap concerning career advancement in accounting and 

auditing (Pincus et al., 2017). Furthermore, existing studies rarely explore the 

efficacy of CPD programs in accounting, pointing to a need for more focused 

research (Halabi and Chowdhury, 2018). Questions remain as to whether the courses 

and resources offered by professional accounting organizations are truly adequate for 

the skill development of accountants and auditors. While some literature does assert 

the importance of CPD in maintaining industry competence (Ahmad et al., 2021; 

Draz and Ahmad, 2017; Paisey et al., 2007), empirical evidence to support the 

specific effectiveness of these programs is scant. 

To address these gaps, this study examines the critical skills and competencies 

required for accounting and auditing professionals as identified by the World 

Economic Forum (WEF). WEF’s benchmarks for professional occupations include 

essential skills like analytical thinking, problem-solving, and technology use. These 

serve as a yardstick for assessing the efficacy of current CPD programs tailored for 

accountants and auditors. The study delves into the extent to which these CPD 

programs integrate these essential skills and competencies. By evaluating the courses 

listed on the Chartered Institute of Management Accountants (CIMA)’s website, this 

study identifies areas where CPD programs in accounting and auditing may be 

lacking critical skills. It sheds light on how well these courses have adapted to 

changing business environments. This research is groundbreaking in assessing the 

compatibility between emerging skills and current CPD offerings. Its findings can 

serve as a reference point for educational evaluations by professional accounting and 

training bodies. 

The study’s core intent is not to critique the courses offered by CIMA but to use 

them as illustrative examples for potential improvement in CPD programs. It aims to 

stress the urgent need for enhancing CPD programs by highlighting the evolving 

skill requirements in the business landscape and the need for focused, adaptive CPD 

courses to prepare professionals for emerging roles. Through a comprehensive 

analysis of 248 CPD courses, the study reveals that 86.7% have specified learning 

outcomes. While the majority of these courses (55%) focus on imparting a single 

skill, only one offers six distinct skills. Among courses with learning objectives, 

complex problem-solving is the most frequently represented competency, followed 

by attention to detail and trustworthiness, and active learning and learning strategies. 

The lack of learning outcomes in a significant portion of courses points to areas for 

improvement in course design and development. 

This study makes significant theoretical and practical contributions to the field 

of accounting and auditing education. Theoretically, it extends the existing literature 

on professional development by providing a nuanced understanding of how CPD 

courses align with the evolving global competencies outlined by WEF. This 

alignment is crucial for understanding the dynamic interplay between professional 

education and the rapidly changing demands of the global business environment. 

This addition may also encourage further scholarly exploration in the field of 

accounting and auditing education, particularly in the context of CPD. Practically, 
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our analysis offers valuable insights for educational institutions and professional 

accounting bodies, particularly CIMA. Our findings can be practically applied to 

improve the design and implementation of CPD courses, contributing to the field of 

professional accounting education. By identifying gaps and strengths in current CPD 

offerings, this study serves as a guide for these bodies to refine their curricula, 

ensuring they equip accounting and auditing professionals with the relevant skills 

needed in today’s digital and globalized economy. 

The paper is structured as follows. Section 2 reviews the background and 

literature. Section 3 presents the data and methodology. The results are described in 

Section 4. Section 5 provides the discussion. Section 6 offers conclusions and 

potential avenues for future research. 

2. Background and literature review 

2.1. Continuous professional development (CPD) 

Lifelong learning and CPD have become increasingly important for individuals 

and organizations to keep up with the rapidly changing world of work. The need for 

individuals to continuously update their skills and knowledge to remain competitive 

and adapt to new technologies and work practices has been widely recognized. CPD 

programs are broadly acknowledged as essential in equipping professionals with the 

necessary knowledge and skills to efficiently perform their job responsibilities. It is 

an ongoing process that builds upon initial training and induction, providing 

development and training opportunities throughout a career. This section explores 

the concept of lifelong learning and CPD and the benefits they provide to individuals 

and organizations. 

CPD is defined as “the learning activities that develop and maintain capabilities 

to enable professional accountants to perform competently within their professional 

environments” (International Federation of Accountants (IFAC), 2004). CPD serves 

as an essential avenue for lifelong learning aimed at sustaining and enhancing 

professional skills and knowledge, as indicated by Paisey et al. (2007). Research, 

such as that by De Lange et al. (2006), has advocated for significant modifications to 

accounting education and pedagogical methods to more effectively cultivate the 

skills and competencies essential for accounting graduates. However, a misalignment 

exists between the competencies dictated by Chartered Professional Accountants 

(CPA) in Canada and the education offered by universities, illuminating a gap 

between academic instruction and professional expectations (Elbarrad and Belassi, 

2023). 

In the UK, roughly 80% of public practice accountants adhere to international 

professionalism standards and actively engage in skill development initiatives (Draz 

and Ahmad, 2017). Indeed, CPD remains indispensable for accountants throughout 

their career for the continual improvement of their professional capabilities (Halabi, 

2015; Murphy, 2017). In the realm of auditing education, generic skills like 

communication, interpersonal abilities, and problem-solving are highly valued 

(Crawford et al., 2011). Technological proficiency is another crucial area, with IT 

competencies deemed necessary for accountants to effectively carry out their roles 

(Wessels, 2005). In terms of management development, it should be grounded in 
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practical realities to serve as an effective complement to CPD (Jones and Fear, 1994).  

Previous research emphasize the need to align CPD programs with the dual 

objectives of enhancing audit quality and serving the public interest (Siriwardane et 

al., 2014). This notion complements the view that the success of CPD initiatives 

hinges on a strategic match between the skills and competencies demanded by 

evolving job roles and the curricular content of CPD courses. Such a focus calls 

attention to the critical task of tailoring CPD programs to address specific job roles 

and requisite competencies. While there is broad consensus that CPD is crucial for 

professional accountants to remain current and maintain their skill set (Ahmad et al., 

2021; Draz and Ahmad, 2017; Halabi and Chowdhury, 2018; Paisey et al., 2007), it 

is equally acknowledged that upholding competence and knowledge is indispensable 

for executing their roles with due skill and care (Paisey et al., 2007). Yet, questions 

remain regarding the adequacy of CPD courses and resources offered by professional 

accounting organizations in meeting these critical needs. 

Rapid technological advancements and shifts in business models are 

fundamentally altering the landscape of accounting and auditing. Amidst concerns 

over job redundancy due to automation and other forms of disruptive technology, 

there’s an increasing emphasis on the need for professionals in these fields to acquire 

new skills for continued relevance in the job market (Adnan Allbabidi, 2021; 

Nwachukwu et al., 2021). Leading accounting firms are already integrating digital 

technologies like artificial intelligence to improve audit judgments, despite 

challenges related to technological adaptation, organizational readiness, and 

environmental factors (Bonsón and Bednárová, 2019). 

Innovations such as blockchain and big data are also making their mark on the 

industry, offering both opportunities and challenges (Gepp et al., 2018; Schmitz and 

Leoni, 2019). These developments, coupled with the dynamic business environment 

and complex organizational systems, raise new hurdles but also enhance existing 

auditing methods (Abu Huson et al.; Lois et al., 2020; Yusoff et al., 2023). Industrial 

Revolution 4.0, which is spearheading advancements in artificial intelligence and 

automation, promises to reshape the future of accounting and auditing in 

transformative ways (Ferri et al., 2021). 

Information technology’s role in accounting has also revolutionized data 

storage, retrieval, and processing, posing new challenges for auditors in maintaining 

audit trails (Benjamin et al., 2020). The emergence of computerized audit techniques 

and digital accounting information systems necessitates that auditors stay abreast of 

new technologies (Handoko et al., 2020). As data protection and privacy gain 

prominence, auditors are expected to be versed in cybersecurity and evaluate how 

technological investments affect audit risks (Bao Ngo and Tick, 2021; La Torre et al., 

2021). The application of data analytics stands to improve audit quality and 

functionality, even as auditors must navigate the complexities and potential conflicts 

introduced by technological integration (Austin et al., 2021). 

Professional accounting bodies already require their members to comply with 

minimum CPD requirements, but the question remains as to what unique set of skills 

professional accountants and auditors need to possess to prepare for emerging job 

roles. Moreover, it is necessary to evaluate whether current CPD courses and 

resources effectively cater to the development of these emerging skills in 
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professional accountants and auditors. Empirical research further illuminates the 

significance of CPD for auditors and accountants (Alimbudiono et al., 2022; Barac et 

al., 2021; Endrawes et al., 2023; Helliar et al., 2009; Martinov-Bennie et al., 2022; 

Paisey et al., 2007; Septian and Astika, 2019; Siriwardane et al., 2014; Westermann 

et al., 2015). Research has shown that professional membership in public accounting 

implies a lengthy and elaborate training experience, the need to meet high societal 

expectations for technical proficiency, and the necessity to conform behavior to 

certain ethical standards (Westermann et al., 2015).  

In addition to foundational skills, research also highlights the necessity for 

accountants and auditors to develop higher-order competencies like creativity, 

innovation, critical thinking, and communication (Chaplin, 2017). This implies a 

need for a multifaceted skill set that extends beyond just technical expertise. CPD 

serves as a cornerstone in this developmental process, with extensive participation 

among professional accounting body members indicating its recognized value 

(Paisey et al., 2007). These programs enable professionals to stay abreast of new 

accounting standards and regulations, thereby equipping them with the vital skills 

needed to excel in their roles (Helliar et al., 2009). Additionally, CPD contributes to 

enhanced professional competence, a key element in ensuring audit quality 

(Alimbudiono et al., 2022). However, questions remain about the effectiveness of 

existing CPD content in fostering the skills necessary for today’s rapidly evolving 

accounting and auditing environments. Research calls for improved accounting skills 

due to changes in regulatory and auditing standards (DiGabriele, 2009). 

Overall, while CPD is undeniably essential for the professional growth of 

accountants and auditors, it’s crucial to scrutinize whether current courses are 

sufficient in preparing them for emerging roles and challenges. There is a pressing 

need for research to tailor CPD programs, focusing on equipping professionals with 

the specific skills and knowledge demanded by an ever-changing accounting and 

auditing landscape. 

2.2. CPD courses offered by professional accounting bodies compared 

with internal training 

The significance of CPD courses offered by professional accounting bodies 

such as CIMA in enhancing the intellectual capital of accountants and auditors is 

distinct from the internal annual training provided by professional accounting firms 

and large organizations in several ways. 

In the accounting and auditing professions, standardization and global 

recognition are of paramount importance, particularly in the context of an 

increasingly interconnected global business environment. The professional 

accounting bodies, through its CPD courses, exemplifies this standardization. 

Designed in accordance with international accounting and auditing standards, these 

courses ensure both global recognition and relevance (Boolaky and Soobaroyen, 

2016). This global standardization is critical for accountants and auditors to maintain 

proficiency in practices that are universally accepted and recognized. Previous 

studies highlight the interconnected nature of auditing processes and the need for 

standardized practices to guarantee conformance and to uphold quality and 
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consistency (Alzeban, 2015; Carey et al., 2006; Gingrich et al., 2018). 

Professional accounting bodies’ CPD courses feature a curriculum that is both 

comprehensive and diverse, encompassing a broad spectrum of topics. These courses 

go beyond the core technical competencies in accounting and auditing to also focus 

on vital soft skills. This holistic educational approach is essential in developing 

multifaceted professionals. Such professionals are not only adept in technical aspects 

of their field but are also prepared to effectively handle complex challenges and 

fulfil varied roles throughout their careers. This balance of hard and soft skills is 

crucial for nurturing adaptable and proficient accountants and auditors, as 

emphasized by (Paisey et al., 2007). 

Accessibility and inclusivity are fundamental in professional development, 

particularly in the realm of CPD courses. In contrast to organization-specific internal 

training, CPD courses offered by professional bodies like CIMA cater to a much 

wider audience. This broad accessibility ensures that professionals such as 

independent practitioners, accountants from small firms, and those transitioning 

between jobs can continue their professional development seamlessly. The inclusive 

nature of these courses is vital, as it allows professionals from various backgrounds 

to enhance their skills and knowledge, thus contributing significantly to the 

advancement of the accounting profession (Wilkinson et al., 2018). Furthermore, the 

relationship between professional bodies, universities, government, and other 

stakeholders is key to developing professions that are reflective and responsive, 

meeting the demands of the 21st century (Wilkinson et al., 2018). 

In the fast-paced world of accounting and auditing, the role of professional 

bodies in embracing innovation and current industry trends is indispensable. They 

are instrumental in weaving the latest industry developments and technological 

advancements into their curricula, ensuring that the professionals they educate are 

equipped with the most up-to-date knowledge and skills. This approach contrasts 

with internal training within organizations, which, while valuable, often focus on 

immediate operational needs and may not always capture the breadth of these wider 

industry trends and innovations. These trends are not confined to specific sectors but 

have broader implications. The importance of integrating these contemporary topics 

into professional training is underscored by the rapid evolution of various industries. 

(Asif and Gill, 2022; Huang et al., 2021; Zeng et al., 2021). 

Completion of CPD courses from professional bodies plays a pivotal role in 

enhancing a professional’s reputation and career prospects. This is largely attributed 

to the stringent quality assurance mechanisms and the commitment to regularly 

updating course content to uphold high standards, as highlighted by Ruiz-Barbadillo 

and Martínez-Ferrero (2021). The quality assurance processes not only bolster the 

comparability and credibility of sustainability reports but also increase stakeholder 

responsiveness, thus enhancing the professional stature of those who complete these 

courses (Ruiz-Barbadillo and Martínez-Ferrero, 2021). The association of credibility 

with CPD courses from renowned bodies is a significant factor in boosting a 

professional’s standing and future opportunities Furthermore, the effectiveness of 

quality assurance is intrinsically linked to the capabilities and integrity of individuals 

involved in these processes, as noted by Nguyen (2021). Additionally, the debate 

around defining quality in online courses and establishing effective quality assurance 
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practices presents challenges for educational institutions (Teague Hostetter, 2022). 

The focus of quality audits is not just on evaluating the effectiveness of an 

institution’s quality assurance processes but also on how these processes align with 

the institution’s goals, government requirements, and standards set by external 

entities like professional bodies (Al-Ghassani et al., 2013). 

Regulatory compliance is a fundamental aspect for accountants and auditors, 

frequently necessitating the completion of CPD courses from accredited bodies. 

These courses are essential in helping professionals adhere to compliance standards 

and retain their licenses or certifications (Kamal et al., 2016). Initially, CPD was not 

mandatory in accountancy but has since become integral to the professional ethic, 

emphasizing the duty of accountants to perform their roles with adequate skill and 

diligence (Paisey et al., 2007). The role of CPD in meeting regulatory standards is 

also evident in the responsibilities of compliance officers, who ensure adherence to 

both internal and external regulations (Freeman, 2007). 

In contrast, internal annual training within firms and organizations, while vital, 

tends to be more narrowly tailored to meet the specific operational needs and internal 

processes of the respective organizations. Such training may not always encompass 

the broad perspective and the formal recognition that CPD courses offered by 

professional bodies can provide. Montaño et al. (2001) delve into the essential 

vocational skills within the accounting profession and analyze employers’ 

perspectives. Their findings point to notable gaps in various critical skills, which are 

deemed highly important in the field. This gap suggests that internal annual training 

within organizations might not encompass the comprehensive scope and the level of 

recognized certification that CPD courses offer. In a similar vein, Paisey et al. (2007) 

illuminate a concerning trend: up to 20% of accountants in public practice risk non-

compliance with CPD requirements unless their engagement in these programs 

increases. This trend underscores the possibility that internal annual trainings may 

fall short in providing the recognized certification attainable through formal CPD 

courses. Additionally, Owusu et al. (2018) explore the aspirations of students to 

attain certified professional accountancy qualifications, shedding light on the 

significance of formal certification, an aspect that may not be thoroughly addressed 

by internal training programs.  

Overall, previous studies collectively stress the importance of standardized 

accounting and auditing practices for global recognition and relevance. Adherence to 

international auditing standards and the impact of adopting these standards are 

highlighted as crucial in the accounting and auditing profession. CPD courses are 

essential for professionals to stay current with developments and best practices in 

their field. The accessibility and inclusivity of CPD courses are key to the ongoing 

professional growth of practitioners from diverse backgrounds, enabling them to 

meet the evolving demands of their professions. Professional bodies play a 

significant role in ensuring their curricula reflect current industry trends and 

innovations, preparing professionals to effectively navigate and contribute to their 

rapidly changing industries. Furthermore, completing CPD courses from reputable 

bodies enhances a professional’s reputation and career prospects. This benefit stems 

from quality assurance mechanisms and the continual updating of courses. For many 

accountants and auditors, completing CPD courses from recognized bodies is 
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essential for regulatory compliance and maintaining certifications. In conclusion, 

while internal annual training is valuable, it may not consistently offer the broad 

perspective and formal recognition provided by CPD courses from professional 

bodies. 

2.3. Emerging skills identified by the WEF 

The continuously evolving business environment and workplace have led to a 

shift in the skill sets required for various job roles, including professional 

accountants and auditors. This section discusses the skills identified by the WEF as 

critical for these professionals. 

According to the WEF’s Global Competitiveness Report in 2020, the revival 

and transformation of human capital are critical. Outdated education systems have 

led to talent shortages becoming more pronounced, particularly in digital skills and 

other new economy capabilities as technology disrupts labor markets. To address 

these concerns, integrating learning with mid-career training opportunities that match 

labor market needs, safety nets for workforce disruption, and merit-based workforce 

management are essential (World Economic Forum, 2020b). Obstacles to expanding 

productivity, prosperity, and inclusion include misalignment of incentives and 

rewards for workers, skills mismatches, and talent shortages. The pandemic has 

accelerated technology adoption, resulting in permanent and temporary job and 

income losses and exacerbating these issues. The accounting and auditing 

professions should increase reskilling and upskilling programs to address these 

concerns. Universities and accounting regulating bodies should collaborate to update 

education curricula and invest in the skills needed for accountants and auditors in 

“future markets,” while utilizing new talent management tools to adapt to changing 

workforce needs. 

The Future of Jobs Report 2020 (World Economic Forum, 2020a), launched in 

October 2020, is another useful resource for understanding future job roles and skills. 

The report highlights various important issues, such as skills shortages hindering 

global organizations’ ability to take advantage of the growth potential of new 

technology adoption. Figure 1 demonstrates that one of the most significant 

impediments to the adoption of new technologies is a lack of skills in the local labor 

market and the difficulty of attracting the suitable talent. 

 

Figure 1. Perceived barriers to the adoption of new technologies. 

Sources: Future of Jobs Survey 2020, World Economic Forum. 
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Mastering essential abilities is crucial for individuals to maintain long-term 

productivity. According to a recent report, “Accounting, Bookkeeping, and Payroll 

Clerks” rank third in decreasing demand across industries, while “Accountants and 

Auditors” rank fourth. For the professional services industry, the report shows that 

11.6% of workers are at risk of displacement, with an expected redeployment 

success rate of 41.3%, and an average skills instability of 48%. Furthermore, this 

report lists fifteen emerging skills that are in high demand within the professional 

services industry, ordered by frequency. They are (1) analytical thinking and 

innovation, (2) complex problem-solving, (3) critical thinking and analysis, (4) 

creativity, originality and initiative, (5) active learning and learning strategies, (6) 

reasoning, problem-solving and ideation, (7) emotional intelligence, (8) leadership 

and social influence, (9) persuasion and negotiation, (10) resilience, stress tolerance 

and flexibility, (11) technology design and programming, (12) service orientation, 

(13) technology use, monitoring and control, (14) attention to detail, trustworthiness, 

and (15) quality control and safety awareness (World Economic Forum, 2020a). 

Table 1 provides detailed descriptions and the composition of the WEF competency 

list. 

Table 1. WEF classification of competency for professional services. 

Rank Competency Description 

1 Analytical thinking and innovation 
Capacity to analyze information and use logic to address issues and problems, apply 
alternative thinking to develop new, original ideas and answers. 
Capacity to solve novel, ill-defined problems in complex, real-world settings. 

2 Complex problem-solving Abilities that influence the acquisition and application of knowledge in problem-solving. 

3 Critical thinking and analysis 
Using logic and reasoning to identify the strengths and weaknesses of alternative solutions, 
conclusions or approaches to problems as well as assessing performance of yourself, other 
individuals or organizations to make improvements or take corrective action. 

4 Creativity, originality and initiative Willingness to take on responsibilities and challenges. 

5 Active learning and learning strategies 
Understanding the implications of new information for both current and future problem-
solving and decision-making. 

6 
Reasoning, problem-solving and 
ideation 

Abilities that influence the application and manipulation of information in problem-solving. 

7 Emotional intelligence 
Developed capacities used to work with people to achieve goals and in particular being 
pleasant, cooperative, sensitive to others, easy to get along with and enjoying work with 
people. 

8 Leadership and social influence Having an impact on others in the organization, and displaying energy and leadership. 

9 Persuasion and negotiation 
Persuading others to change their minds or behavior as well as bringing them together and 
trying to reconcile differences. 

10 
Resilience, stress tolerance and 
flexibility 

Maturity, poise, flexibility and restraint to cope with pressure, stress, criticism, setbacks, 
personal and work-related problems. 
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Table 1. (Continued). 

Rank Competency Description 

11 Technology design and programming 

Capacity to use programming to design machines or technological systems which fit user 
needs. In addition, understanding how others use tools, determine the cause of operating errors 
and how to fix them. 
Skills include: 
- Artificial Intelligence 

- Computer Hardware & Networking Systems 
- Cybersecurity and Application Security 
- Data Science and Analysis 
- Human Computer Interaction 
- Scrum/Agile Product Development 
- Software & Programming 
- Technical Support and Maintenance 
- Web Development 

12 Service orientation 
Actively looking for ways to help others as well as to make them feel attended to and 
welcome. 

13 
Technology use, monitoring and 
control 

Capacity to select the right tools needed to perform tasks, use those tools well and set up and 
operate technology. 

Skills include: 
- Accounting and Finance Software 
- Construction Management Software 
- Clinical Information Systems 
- Digital Design 
- Digital Literacy 
- Digital Marketing 
- Geographic Information Systems 

- Human Resource Management Systems 
- Productivity Software 
- Machining & Manufacturing Technologies 
- Scientific Computing 

14 Attention to detail, trustworthiness 
Dependability, commitment to doing the job correctly and carefully, being trustworthy, 
accountable and paying attentive to details. 

15 Quality control and safety awareness 
Conducting tests and inspections of products, services or processes to evaluate quality and 
level of performance. 

Sources: Future of Jobs Survey 2020, World Economic Forum. 

3. Research method 

Our methodology harnesses the tool of content analysis to examine CPD 

courses and their associated learning outcomes offered by CIMA. In this section, we 

present a detailed description of our data collection, sources, and analysis methods to 

fully elucidate and maintain transparency in our methodological approach. 

3.1. Sample and data collection 

In addressing the relevance and utility of our chosen sample for accountants and 

auditors, it is imperative to note that while CIMA’s CPD courses provide a broad 

perspective on the skill sets required for accountants and auditors, we acknowledge 

the diversity in CPD participation among these professionals. Our study also aware 

of the extent to which accountants and auditors may engage with a variety of courses, 

including but not limited to those offered by CIMA. Nevertheless, our study 

acknowledges the range of CPD options available, along with the preferences and 

factors influencing learning decisions of these professionals. 

The selection of CPD courses offered by CIMA for our study is based on 

several key considerations. First, CIMA is one of the most popular professional 
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bodies for accountants globally, and CIMA’s CPD courses are recognized by many 

organizations worldwide. As a result, evaluating CPD courses of CIMA provides 

valuable insights into the skills and competencies that are widely applicable for 

accountants and auditors to thrive in their profession. Additionally, CIMA is 

committed to ensuring that its CPD courses are designed to meet the evolving needs 

of accountants and to equip them with the skills and knowledge required to excel in 

their roles. Therefore, evaluating CPD courses of CIMA can provide valuable 

information to both the professional body and the members about the effectiveness 

of their CPD program in meeting these goals. Finally, by selecting CPD courses 

offered by CIMA, this study can contribute to the existing knowledge on the 

importance of CPD for accountants and help to identify areas where further research 

is needed to reduce the expectation-performance gap in accounting education and 

enhance the effectiveness of CPD programs in supporting the professional 

development in accounting profession (Bui and Porter, 2010; Webb and Chaffer, 

2016). 

Data on CPD courses are meticulously extracted from CIMA’s website, a 

publicly accessible and credible source for such information. We specifically choose 

September 2021 for our data collection, marking one year since the launch of The 

Future of Jobs Report 2020 by WEF in October 2020. This period is significant as it 

allows for an appropriate timeframe within which CIMA could consider and 

integrate the emerging skills specified in the WEF report into the learning outcomes 

of its CPD courses. This period is chosen to provide a snapshot and reflective of the 

courses available, capturing the diversity and range of topics offered within a 

specific timeframe following the WEF report launch. This allows us to evaluate how 

promptly and effectively a leading professional body like CIMA responds to global 

industry trends and integrates them into its professional development offerings. The 

data collection process involves a comprehensive review of all CPD courses listed on 

CIMA’s website that are actively offered and accessible to professionals during this 

specific month, which could include both ongoing and newly introduced courses. 

This study does not intentionally exclude any CPD courses available on the CIMA 

website during the data collection period. However, it is important to acknowledge 

that courses not listed or available in September 2021 are not included in this 

analysis. 

The dataset includes each course’s title, description, and associated learning 

outcomes. There is no specific tool used for this data collection; the data extraction is 

done manually to ensure the integrity and comprehensiveness of our dataset. 

Regarding data consistency, all data are extracted concurrently, ensuring uniformity 

in course offerings and descriptions. Since all data are taken from one organization 

and one source (website), we ensure consistency in terms of their presentation and 

terminologies. 

3.2. Data analysis 

Data analysis involves several steps. Following data collection, we conduct a 

detailed examination of 248 CPD courses and their associated 1009 learning 

outcomes, which were extracted from the course descriptions. These courses are 

available and relevant to the accountants and auditors. To evaluate the alignment 

between the learning outcomes of the CPD courses and the professional 
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competencies identified by the WEF, the WEF’s list of competencies is used as a 

benchmark for the evaluation process. The evaluation process employs content 

analysis and a comparative approach to examine each learning outcome and 

determine if it reflects the descriptions of skills documented by the WEF. 

Content analysis, as employed in our study, is a widely used qualitative research 

tool in the fields of business and education (e.g., Biyik, 2017; Guthrie et al., 2004; 

Milei and Barajas, 2023; Zhang and Hur, 2022). Content analysis can be applied to 

various types of data, including research objects, statistical data, communication 

messages, and curriculum syllabi (Zhang and Hur, 2022). It provides valuable 

insights into areas such as advertising design, marketing mix implementation, 

consumer curriculum materials, sustainability, corporate social responsibility 

reporting and disclosure, business models, educational technology, business ethics 

education, financial reporting, service marketing, and consumer research (e.g., Biyik, 

2017; Day and Woodward, 2009; Kunz and Hogreve, 2011; Louw and Wessels, 

2016; Milei and Barajas, 2023; Salvioni et al., 2016; Shahwan, 2008; Yu et al., 2017; 

Zhang and Hur, 2022). Therefore, this research design allows for in-depth 

exploration of the collected data and the identification of themes and patterns related 

to the alignment between CPD courses and WEF professional competencies. 

Nonetheless, managing discrepancies between coders during content analysis is 

of paramount importance. Content analysis is a systematic methodology that 

involves coding and identifying themes or patterns within textual data (Daradkeh, 

2019). De Massis and Kotlar (2014) suggest the use of multiple coders as an 

effective way to ensure a thorough and comprehensive analysis, further underscoring 

the importance of intercoder agreement in qualitative research. The dual-author 

approach in content analysis is well-regarded in qualitative research for enhancing 

the trustworthiness of findings (Sinkovics et al., 2008). By engaging two 

independent evaluators, this method effectively reduces the risk of subjective 

interpretation, leading to more reliable and objective results.  

To enhance the reliability of our content analysis, we utilize a dual-author 

approach. Two authors independently classify the courses, and subsequently, the 

results are compared. This technique is adopted to mitigate individual bias, fostering 

a more balanced and thorough evaluation of the data (Singh et al., 2021). Another 

factor to consider is the reliability associated with the coding instrument. 

Establishing the reliability of particular coding tools (i.e., ensuring well‐specified 

decision categories with well‐specified decision rules) reduces the need for multiple 

coders. Therefore, we discuss and create clear guidelines with a thorough 

understanding of the research context that can significantly improve coding 

consistency and reduce discrepancies. We check that the coding decisions made on a 

pilot sample reach an acceptable level. 

A key aspect of content analysis, particularly when involving multiple coders, is 

ensuring a high level of intercoder agreement. Intercoder agreement is the degree to 

which different coders categorize the same data consistently, and it is essential for 

maintaining the credibility, reliability, and validity of the content analysis process 

(Wang et al., 2019). This ensures that the coding of data is not significantly 

influenced by the individual biases or perspectives of the coders. However, some 
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level of discrepancy between coders is almost inevitable due to the subjective nature 

of interpreting qualitative data. 

The interpretation of Cohen’s Kappa score, which measures interrater reliability, 

is subject to varying perspectives among researchers. Normally, a Cohen’s Kappa 

score above 0.7 is typically considered indicative of acceptable agreement. This 

suggests a threshold where the level of concordance between raters is regarded as 

reliable and satisfactory for most research purposes. Cohen’s Kappa values falling 

between 0.61 and 0.80 signify substantial agreement, implying a solid level of 

concordance among raters. Further, values ranging from 0.81 to 1.00 reflect almost 

perfect agreement, indicating an even stronger consensus. This gradation in the 

interpretation of Cohen’s Kappa scores highlights that while higher values are 

universally recognized as signifying stronger agreement, there is a nuanced 

understanding of what constitutes acceptable or substantial agreement, with values 

above 0.8 representing a particularly high level of rater consensus (Wang et al., 

2019). 

In our study, the comparison between the authors’ classifications reveals a 

Cohen’s Kappa value exceeding 0.80, indicating a notably high degree of 

concordance. This level of agreement, as per Wang et al. (2019), is considered 

highly satisfactory in qualitative research, demonstrating the robust reliability of our 

classification process. The presence of such a low discrepancy rate in our findings 

reinforces the strength of our approach. It reflects a considerable degree of 

agreement and reliability in how we categorize the CPD courses and their learning 

outcomes. This methodological decision is pivotal in bolstering the validity of our 

analysis. It ensures that our conclusions are grounded in a thorough and impartial 

examination of the data. 

4. Results 

This section describes the evaluation of CPD courses offered by CIMA. Out of 

the 248 CPD courses evaluated, 215 courses (86.7%) have learning outcomes 

provided, while the remaining 33 (13.3%) do not have any learning outcomes 

specified. These results show that a majority of the CPD courses have specified 

learning outcomes, indicating that the courses are designed with clear learning 

objectives in mind. 

Among 215 CPD courses that have specified learning outcomes, the distribution 

of the number of skills provide by the CPD courses is as follows: 118 courses (55%) 

provided one skill, 64 courses (30%) provided two skills, 20 courses (9%) provided 

three skills, 7 courses (3%) provided four skills, 5 courses (2%) provided five skills, 

and 1 course (0.5%) provided six skills. The bar chart illustrating this distribution is 

shown in Figure 2. 

Table 2 and the bar chart included in Figure 3 show the distribution of courses 

and learning outcomes by WEF competency for professional services. Multiple 

competencies are assigned to some courses due to the presence of several learning 

outcomes in each course. As a result, the total number of courses in Table 2 is 365 

instead of 215. 
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Figure 2. The distribution of courses by number of skills. 

Table 2. WEF competency for professional services and CPD courses with learning outcomes. 

Rank Competency Number of courses Number of learning outcomes Percentage of learning outcomes 

1 Analytical thinking and innovation 24 42 4.16 

2 Complex problem-solving 114 420 41.63 

3 Critical thinking and analysis 30 53 5.25 

4 Creativity, originality and initiative 5 11 1.09 

5 Active learning and learning strategies 35 68 6.74 

6 Reasoning, problem-solving and ideation 10 14 1.39 

7 Emotional intelligence 14 35 3.47 

8 Leadership and social influence 12 24 2.38 

9 Persuasion and negotiation 11 26 2.58 

10 Resilience, stress tolerance and flexibility 3 7 0.69 

11 Technology design and programming 22 102 10.11 

12 Service orientation 2 2 0.20 

13 Technology use, monitoring and control 24 102 10.11 

14 Attention to detail, trustworthiness 45 80 7.93 

15 Quality control and safety awareness 14 23 2.28 

 Total 365 1009 100.00 

The analyses of the CPD courses reveal that out of the total courses with 

specified learning outcomes, “complex problem-solving” is the competency with the 

highest representation with 114 courses, followed by “attention to detail, 

trustworthiness” with 45 courses. “Active learning and learning strategies” has the 

third-highest number of courses with 35. The competencies with the lowest number 

of courses are “service orientation” with only 2 courses, followed by “resilience, 

stress tolerance, and flexibility” with 3 courses. 

In terms of the learning outcomes, the total number of learning outcomes 

analyzed in this study is 1009. The highest number of learning outcomes is also 

related to “complex problem-solving” with 420 learning outcomes (41.63%). The 

competencies with the second-highest number of learning outcomes are “technology 

design and programming” and “technology use, monitoring and control”, each with 

102 learning outcomes (10.11%). The lowest percentage of learning outcomes is 
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related to service orientation with only 2 learning outcomes (0.20%), followed by 

resilience, stress tolerance, and flexibility with 7 learning outcomes (0.69%). 

 

Figure 3. The distribution of courses and learning outcomes by WEF competency for professional services. 

5. Discussion 

CPD plays a crucial role in ensuring that accountants and auditors maintain and 

enhance their skills and competencies. It is increasingly recognized that CPD 

programs need to incorporate emerging skills to keep up with the rapidly evolving 

accounting profession (Draz and Ahmad, 2017; Halabi and Chowdhury, 2018; 

Muhamad and Sulaiman, 2013; Paisey et al., 2007). In this context, our study 

provides valuable insights into the alignment of learning outcomes and WEF 

competencies in CPD courses. 

While the majority of CPD courses in this study possess well-defined learning 

outcomes, our findings corroborate those of prior research. The absence of learning 

outcomes in some of the courses analyzed is a significant observation that raises 

concerns about the design and development of continuing professional education 

courses. It also suggests that the lack of clear and measurable learning goals may 

hinder educators from offering comprehensive courses (Warhuus et al., 2018). The 

measurement of learning outcomes is crucial for evaluating the effectiveness of the 

course learning process and ensuring continuous improvement and quality assurance 

in education. Without clear learning outcomes, it becomes challenging to assess the 
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attainment of desired competencies and skills (Shepherd, 2010). This lack of clarity 

in learning goals may have adverse effects on the quality and outcomes of learning 

relationships at all levels of professional development (Cross, 2013). Furthermore, 

the absence of learning outcomes may indicate a lack of alignment between the 

course content and the desired educational objectives. Learning outcomes serve as a 

guide for educators to design instructional activities and assessments that align with 

the intended goals of the course (Blenker et al., 2011). Without clear learning 

outcomes, it becomes difficult to ensure that the course content and assessments are 

effectively addressing the intended learning objectives. 

The distribution of the number of skills provided by the CPD courses also 

merits attention. Previous studies have reported a similar tendency for CPD courses 

to focus on providing specific skills (Durdyev and Hosseini, 2020). Our results, 

therefore, build on this body of evidence regarding skill development. We find that 

“complex problem-solving” is the competency with the highest representation in the 

CPD courses. This aligns with the demands of the contemporary dynamic business 

environment, where the ability to solve complex problems has become a crucial 

demand (Gremler et al., 2000). Recent studies have consistently highlighted the 

increasing demand for problem-solving skills among accountants (Hakim, 2016; Ilias 

et al., 2014; Kavanagh and Drennan, 2008; Lim et al., 2019). However, our findings 

suggest that there is room for improvement. In particular, we find that “service 

orientation” and “resilience, stress tolerance, and flexibility” are the competencies 

least represented. These findings echo the concern that these crucial skills often 

receive less attention in CPD courses (Alfrijat, 2020). 

The implications of our study are significant for the design and development of 

future CPD courses, particularly in the context of accountants and auditors’ 

intellectual capital. Our results suggest that it is necessary to incorporate more 

learning outcomes related to service orientation and resilience, stress tolerance, and 

flexibility into CPD courses. This integration is crucial as the evolving landscape of 

the accounting profession demands not only technical expertise but also a diverse set 

of skills. This recommendation aligns with the findings of Ismail (2013), who 

emphasize the importance of incorporating soft skills in accounting courses, 

highlighting the need for a broader focus on soft skills in both accounting and CPD 

courses. 

In the modern accounting landscape, skills like service orientation and 

resilience, stress tolerance, and flexibility have become increasingly vital. Service 

orientation, focusing on delivering quality service to clients and stakeholders, is 

fundamental. Davidescu et al. (2020) underscore the importance of developing 

functional flexibility in employees to acquire future-relevant skills and capacities. 

For accountants, this means being attuned to client needs, thereby ensuring their 

satisfaction and building trust in the services provided. Resilience, stress tolerance, 

and flexibility are also utmost in accounting. Zobel et al. (2021) highlight the critical 

role of resilience in decision-making, emphasizing the need for adaptability in 

various contexts. Stankevičiūtė and Savanevičienė (2018) point out the significance 

of work activities in mitigating stress, especially pertinent in the demanding 

environment of accounting. Additionally, Kober and Thambar (2021) show how 

accounting practices like budgeting and forecasting are instrumental in fostering 
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financial resilience, enabling organizations to withstand crises such as the COVID-

19 pandemic. The accounting profession also demands proficiency in navigating 

complex regulations and standards, where flexibility is a key competency. Chiang et 

al. (2020) discuss the flexibility needed in cash flow reporting under IFRS, 

illustrating the necessity for accountants to be adaptable in applying accounting 

standards across varied business scenarios. Hence, accounting environment requires 

professionals to be adept in service orientation, resilient under stress, and flexible in 

adapting to changing circumstances and standards. These competencies are not just 

essential for delivering top-quality service but are also crucial in maintaining 

financial resilience and reliability in an ever-evolving business world. 

Our study also underscores the need for professional accounting bodies to 

invest more heavily in CPD programs. Moreover, given that a significant proportion 

of accountants and auditors engage in CPD programs offered by their professional 

firms or organizations, which might not be publicly accessible, our study suggests 

that these internal CPD programs should also align with the identified skill 

requirements. The role of professional accounting bodies becomes pivotal in this 

scenario. We argue that such bodies should not only explore emerging skills for 

professional services but also proactively design learning activities of CPD programs, 

whether internal or external, that enable accountants and auditors to develop these 

skills. This will require ongoing collaboration and dialogue among professional 

bodies to create resources and discussions that enhance skill development among 

accountants and auditors, thereby bridging any potential gaps between CPD 

offerings and the actual needs of accountants and auditors.  

Overall, the absence of learning outcomes in some of the analyzed courses 

raises concerns about the design and development of continuing professional 

education courses. Clear and measurable learning outcomes are essential for 

evaluating the effectiveness of educational programs, ensuring alignment between 

course content and educational objectives, and guiding instructional activities and 

assessments. Moreover, the findings suggest that CPD courses may prioritize certain 

skills over others, potentially leading to a limited range of skills being offered. It is 

crucial for organizations and policymakers to consider these factors when designing 

and implementing CPD programs to ensure that they meet the diverse needs of 

professionals and facilitate continuous learning and growth. 

It is vital to clarify that our intention is to highlight potential areas for 

improvement in CPD curricula. However, CPD courses may not fully represent the 

entirety of learning experiences for accountants and auditors. In addition, this study 

does not suggest that alignment with WEF benchmarks is the only avenue for 

enhancing the value of the profession. Global accounting bodies in a given country, 

such as CPA Canada, design their CPD based on their specific competency maps. 

These maps outline a range of competencies, both soft and technical, that are deemed 

essential for their members. These competencies may not always align with WEF 

benchmarks for professional services. 
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6. Conclusions 

The objective of this study is to analyze the quality of CPD courses in terms of 

the learning outcomes and WEF competencies covered in the courses. The findings 

of this study shed light on the extent to which the 248 CPD courses offered by CIMA, 

comprising of 1009 learning outcomes, are aligned with the professional 

competencies identified by the WEF. The results show that a majority of the courses 

have specified learning outcomes, indicating that the courses are designed with clear 

learning objectives in mind. However, the absence of learning outcomes in a 

significant minority of the courses is noteworthy and may indicate a need for 

improvement in the development and design of those courses. In addition, the results 

present that a large proportion of CPD courses provided only one skill. This indicates 

that although these courses effectively offer targeted training in certain areas, they 

might not encompass the breadth of skills required for professional development. 

The analyses also reveal that “complex problem-solving” is the competency with the 

highest representation in the CPD courses, followed by “attention to detail, 

trustworthiness” and “active learning and learning strategies”. The competencies 

with the lowest representation are “service orientation” and “resilience, stress 

tolerance, and flexibility”. The results of this study can be used to improve the 

quality of the CPD courses, ensuring that all courses have clear learning objectives 

and are designed to develop a broad range of competencies. Furthermore, this paper 

emphasizes the need for greater efforts to implement the aforementioned 

recommendations. 

It is important to note that this study has some limitations and further research is 

needed to validate and extend our findings, with a particular focus on designing and 

delivering CPD courses that effectively develop a broad range of competencies 

among accounting professionals. Firstly, the primary limitation of content analysis is 

its susceptibility to human bias, as the classification of courses and learning 

outcomes is subject to the interpretations of the authors. While our analysis 

employing content analysis provided valuable insights into the alignment between 

CIMA’s CPD courses and WEF competencies, the recognition of its limitations 

opens avenues for further research using more advanced analytical methods. 

Machine-learning methods, such as Latent Dirichlet Allocation (Blei et al., 2003), 

can offer systematic depth and facilitate extensive identification of common themes 

and patterns within available CPD courses. 

Secondly, this study only analyzes the CPD courses, and the results may not be 

generalizable to other professional development courses. The methodology presented 

in this study offers a framework that can be adopted by other programs to assess 

whether their course learning objectives provide learners with opportunities to 

acquire the abilities outlined within the essential competencies. 

Thirdly, this study only analyzes the courses’ learning outcomes and 

competencies. Future research can examine the effectiveness of these courses in 

enhancing learners’ skills and competencies. Specifically, future research can focus 

on evaluating the effectiveness of the CPD courses in achieving their learning 

outcomes and developing the competencies required for success in the accounting 

profession.  
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Fourthly, this study does not delve into the internal training programs provided 

by professional accounting firms and large organizations. Future research can 

conduct surveys and interviews with practicing accountants and auditors to 

understand the actual usage and perceived value of CPD courses among the target 

population. Also, future research can compare these internal programs with CIMA’s 

offerings to identify any gaps or overlaps in CPD content and structure. This 

comparative analysis provides additional comprehensive view of CPD’s role in the 

professional development of accountants and auditors, addressing the concern raised 

regarding the direct link between the intellectual capital of these professionals and 

the CPD courses evaluated.  

Lastly, while our findings do indicate potential areas for refinement in CPD 

curricula, CPD courses may not be the primary source of knowledge for accountants 

or auditors in each country. A comparative analysis of CPD courses from different 

countries to explore the alignment or lack thereof of various countries’ stated 

competencies with those identified by WEF is a significant line of inquiry. This 

analysis would include a comparison of each country’s competency map (or 

equivalent) with the WEF’s benchmarks. Such an analysis would enhance the 

significance of our findings by providing a broader perspective on how different 

countries’ CPD courses align with global competency benchmarks and could offer 

valuable insights into the global standards of professional accounting and auditing 

education. 
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