1

Rothwell A., Herbert I., published in RPCI. 2007. 

Accounting professionals and CPD: Attitudes and engagement – some survey evidence 


Abstract

This paper reports the results of a recent survey of accountancy members which explored attitudes towards CPD in terms of perspectives of employability, career success and professional identity. The findings suggest that attitudes to CPD are chiefly correlated with identification with and commitment to the profession, rather than the length of time in the profession, job status, age, qualification level, or gender.  Practical implications of this research include an enhanced understanding of what CPD professionals engage in and what they can realistically be expected to do. Theoretical implications include an enhanced understanding of professional motivation to engage in CPD and the benefits professional accountants perceive as arising from this. We suggest our research should help professional accounting bodies better understand some of the attitudinal factors in CPD participation, and thus improve the design and communication of their schemes. 
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Introduction

This paper describes an investigation of the attitudes to and engagement with continuing professional development (CPD) for a sample of accountancy professionals, and how these factors are affected by a range of attitudinal and demographic variables.  CPD has long been recognised as an under-researched area across a range of professions, (Paisey and Paisey 1996, Sadler-Smith and Badger 1998). There is no shortage of recommendations for the structure and content of CPD, such as the International Federation of Accountants education standards (IFAC 2004), but little research on what CPD professionals actually do, and how they feel about it. We hope that this paper will go some way towards addressing that issue, specifically the research question: which factors influence professional accountants’ attitudes to and engagement with CPD?

Within this research question, we set ourselves the following six specific objectives. First, what does the academic and practitioner literature tell us about professional status, the CPD people do and their attitudes to it?  Second, for our sample, what CPD strategies do individuals engage in and to what extent? In addition, is this engagement affected by individual characteristics/outlooks and to what extent? Fourth, what is the perceived value attached to CPD by this sample? Following on from this, is the perceived value of CPD affected by demographic and attitudinal variables and to what extent? Sixth, how do our results compare with the modest field of existing studies of CPD for professional workers? 

We conclude with suggested practical implications of the research for individual members, the accounting professions, and society as a whole; theoretical implications in relation to the evolving field of  study of CPD and professional education, and recommendations for further research.

Literature Review 

According to  Sadler-Smith and Badger (1998:66), CPD is the focus of increased attention from professional organisations, most of whom have CPD schemes and guidance, yet there has been little empirical investigation of engagement with it or attitudes to it. Even now, some years later, a literature search of the field will produce a plethora of guidance materials, descriptive literature, and exhortations to engage, but little from the individual perspective. This study aims to address that shortfall. In this section, we aim to define what is meant by CPD, why it is regarded as important, CPD philosophies from the professions’ perspective, and what can be gleaned from the small body of existing research.  

What is CPD? 

The Chartered Institute of Management Accountants (CIMA 2005:xx) describe CPD as an integral part of CIMA’s approach to life-long learning. This includes maintaining professionalism and ethical awareness; upholding integrity and market value of the CIMA designation, and supporting employability. Their scheme has a dual focus: firstly, the quality of ongoing performance in a chosen role (whatever that role may be) and secondly, the forward-looking career development of each individual member (CIMA 2005:xx). By comparison, the Association of Chartered Certified Accountants (ACCA) seems to project a slightly wider stakeholder focus by ‘assuring employers that ACCA members are meeting a global standard of development and approach their work in a responsible and ethical manner and ensuring a transparent and measurable approach to CPD which provides guidance and clarity to members and their employers’ (ACCA 2005:xx).

Professional development has traditionally been viewed as starting after admittance to membership of the professional body, but now  commences with student membership. 
This is suggested in the International Federation of Accountants (IFAC) standard on CPD (IES 2004:3)
 'The process of lifelong learning commences early, commencing with the education program to become qualified as a professional accountant, and on through an individual’s career'. 
 
Why is CPD important?

The six professional accounting bodies based in the UK and Ireland have 320,000 members and 301,000 students worldwide (Financial Reporting Council 2004:xx). Numerically, the profession continues to grow, although against this otherwise extremely healthy picture of employability there may be some developing tensions for individual accountants. A review of accounting education and employment in the United States by Albrecht and Sack (2000) identified six primary drivers of change; globalisation, technology, concentration of market power (institutional v. private investors), 
increased competition, and  inexpensive information. This is affecting the skills and working practices of accountants. This accelerating pace of change has a further consequence: professional knowledge now becomes obsolete, and thus requires updating, at an increasing rate, and failure to keep pace with this can have serious consequences for the individual, and the profession (London 1996:69).  At the same time too, attitudes to work and organisations are changing, this being generally referred to under the heading of the ‘psychological contract’, (Herriot and Pem,berton 1995, Rousseau 1995, Sparrow 1996). This concept essentially encompasses expectations on the part of the individual, about respective and reciprocal obligations between employer and employee. It has been the undermining of this value set that has caused a decline in employee loyalty, and an increased focus on individual employability, this construct being defined as ‘the ability to get the job you want or keep the job you’ve got’ (Rothwell 2004:100). For the individual therefore, employability may be an important driver for engagement in CPD. 
      
Employability is also a strong theme in CIMA’s CPD scheme (CIMA 2005:xx) Ian?. Accountants enjoy a bouyant external labour market and the ability of individuals to transfer between employers is a product of both their professional status and their personal skill set. This orientation may be contrasted to for example the banking profession, where individuals traditionally would remain loyal to a particular employer throughout their career, producing tensions between professional rivalry and management control (Seal and Croft 1997). These tensions can also be perceived to affect the drivers for a CPD agenda in organisations: whose interests are being served by CPD: the individual, the organisation, or the profession? (Kennie and Enemark 1998:xx, Sandelands 1998:xx). 


CPD philosophies and perspectives

If we accept that CPD is generally a desirable thing to do, from the point of view of the professional body should it be voluntary or mandatory? Madden and Mitchell (1993) suggested two models, which they called the sanctions model and the benefits model. In the first, CPD is a mandatory requirement for members of a profession and non compliance results in sanctions. Jones and Fear (1994) suggested that this model was normally found in the older and well established professions: they suggested the Law Society, and the Institute of Chartered Accountants in England and Wales as possible examples. In support of mandatory CPD, they suggested (page 52) that as:
' - it is always those who need CPD most who are least likely to do it - it is argued [that] a voluntary policy would have no effect on those who most need to develop.'.

In the 'benefits' model, which Jones and Fear (1994) suggested was normally found in 'new or developing professional institutions', CPD is encouraged as a voluntary activity. Jones and Fear cited a range of examples including the (then) IPD, and the Chartered Institute of Marketing. They suggested in support of this model that imposing sanctions for non-compliance could be ineffective since membership of the professional institute or retention of a level of membership may not be a pre-requisite of the individual's employment in that field and indeed some students do not seek membership after passing the examinations already, presumably due to the higher cost of member status. This is true, for example, of Personnel and Human Resources professionals, as opposed to say, Dentistry, General Practice Medicine or the Law (in the UK).  

What do professional accountants tend to do for their CPD ?

Most recently, ACCA (2003) conducted ‘global consultation report’ on continuing professional development. Their methodology included a members’ survey and workshops, and an employers’ survey and workshops. The survey found that (page 9) the most  popular CPD activities in the workplace included participating in and managing projects, and group discussion/learning from others, while the most popular activities outside the workplace (page 10) included courses and conferences, reading, professional networking, and studying for other qualifications. However, because this was a global survey, regional variations in CPD preferences were found. For example, UK respondents were less likely to engage in job rotation or mentoring than those in Eastern Europe. Outside the workplace respondents across all regions engaged in reading to a similar extent, although ‘the Americas’ tended to favour educational activities (page 13). For the future, most respondents considered work-based learning activities to be the most suitable form of CPD (page 16), while the least suitable were related to serving on technical panels and undertaking tests or assignments. The most relevant areas for updating were financial accounting, management accounting, general management skills and personal effectiveness, and information technology (page 23). Respondents were generally supportive of ACCA’s CPD scheme but expressed concerns about the time taken to do it thoroughly, cost, and a lack of employer support. One key conclusion was that respondents appeared to associate CPD with ‘courses’, not recognising the diversity of potential CPD activities (page 27). Particular development needs were recognised, including those of members in small organisations (pp 32, 38). Unlike the present study, ACCA also sought employer views and concluded that there should be: better publicity of the mandatory nature of CPD; guidance on the mix of activities; more access to courses and a reflection of the needs of small businesses (page 52). This global study was valuable in the present context in considering CPD strategies that individuals might engage with.  

What attitudes do professionals have to CPD? 

Most of the published work in relation to CPD is either descriptive or advisory, and there is very little published work in respect of attitudes to CPD held by individual professionals. Work with Human Resources professionals (Jones and Fear 1994, Sadler Smith and Badger 1998, Harris 2000) recorded very mixed attitudes to record-keeping processes. A stronger orientation to engage was identified  on the part of women and younger respondents, weaker for men and older responents (Rothwell and Arnold 2005).  In the latter study, the main ‘driver’ for engagement was suggested to be professional commitment, rather than a defecit-driven strategy based on enhanced employability. 

Literature review summary

Based on the literature review undertaken so far, a number of key themes have emerged. First, while there is a good deal of guidance material available about CPD (ACCA 2005, CIMA 2005), and many articles and codes exhorting individuals in a variety of occupations to engage in CPD (ACCA 2003), there has been very little empirical research on attitudes to CPD, why individuals do it, what their preferred CPD practices are, and what they believe they may get out of it. Second, there are tensions in contemporary professions due to the changing nature of their role, and this may manifest itself in changes to their professional mindset, for example  between loyalty to the profession, and loyalty to the organisation, and these may be reflected in professionals' individual career management practices and employability orientation. (Rousseau 1995, Sparrow 1996, Rothwell 2004).  

Third, and in common with most other occupations, accountants face considerable challenges in keeping up to date (Kennie and Enemark 1998, Sandelands 1998, ACCA 2003). Whilst there is broad support for the general concept of CPD, there has been concern about how to engage with it, notably what is to be done, the time taken, and how it is recorded and measured. (Madden and Mitchell 1993, Jones and Fear 1994, Sadler Smith and Badger 1998).  The manner and extent to which individuals might identify with their professional status (in this case, as accountants) is not straightforward and is likely to be influenced by their role and organisational situation. (Rothwell and Arnold 2005). However,  this does not resolve the issue for professional organisations of how to encourage all their members up to keep up to date, including those who may be least inclined to do so. Given the current enthusiasm for CPD, Sadler-Smith and Badger (1998) suggest that it is:
' - fast attaining - unchallenged status as an orthodoxy' - yet the same authors describe the  research agenda as 'impoverished'.       

Our study therefore focuses on a sample of accounting professionals in the UK, and investigates attitudes to CPD, what CPD is actually undertaken, and how this is influenced by a range of variables. The next section describes the methodology and method for our research.


Methodology and method

The main research instrument was a questionnaire distributed at an Accounting professional body branch meeting, complemented by a number of  'key informant interviews'. The emphasis on self-report measures in the quantitative study was an attempt to uncover what Goffin and Gellatly (2001:437) referred to as respondents’ observations and experiences which would be a true reflection of their perceptions rather than any systematic defensive reaction. Sekaran (2000:259) suggests that personally administered questionnaires helps to establish rapport with respondents, provides on-the-spot clarification of problems, and enhances the response rate. Most of the items in the questionnaire were scored on a five-point Likert scale (Strongly disagree, disagree, neither agree nor disagree, agree, strongly agree), except for those on CPD engagement (see below). Most of the variables related to respondents’ attitudes, and are detailed below. Reliabilities, intercorrelations, means and standard deviations are given in table . All of the reliability coefficients were acceptable, and comparable to where scales had been used in previous, similar studies.        

The questionnaire was based around a number of scales adapted from other studies. The first group of nine questions focused on perceptions of the value of CPD. These were adapted from a study of CPD in the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (Sadler-Smith and Badger 1998:70), and included items such as ‘CPD can enhance my employability or career prospects’, and ‘CPD is not just another chore, it has significant benefits for me’. Seven questions on professional commitment were based on the organisational commitment scale (Mowday, Steers and Porter 1979:228), and those items identified by Tsui et al. (1997:1089) as measuring affective commitment. They were adapted for our purpose by substituting the word ‘profession' for ‘organisation’. Example items include, ‘I am proud to tell others I am part of this profession’, and the negatively scored ‘often I find it difficult to agree with this profession’s policies on important matters relating to its members’. This latter item was intended to explore attitudes to the professional body’s own CPD policies.

Two groups of questions, on career success and employability, were included to make the connection between individuals and their perceptions of career. Eight questions addressed subjective career success, adapted from Nabi (1999:212) and Greenhaus, Parasuraman and Wormley (1990:64). Example items include ‘I am in a position to do mostly work which I really like’ and ‘I am pleased with the promotions I have received so far’. Subjective career success relates to an individuals’ evaluation of how well they have performed so far careerwise, including how they feel about where they are now, in relation to their attitudes to factors like pay, promotion and advancement, or how well they expected to do. These items were included to help evaluate the extent to which CPD was a deficit-driven (catch-up) strategy for our sample, perhaps to help them achieve what they had hoped to achieve, in relation to their ‘subjective timetable’.  

Eleven items were included in relation to self-perceived employability. These were selected from a previous study of CIPD members (Rothwell and Arnold 2005:22), and were included with the intention of assessing respondents’ attitudes to their future employment prospects, and whether these were affected by their valuation with or engagement in CPD, as a present-future focus contrasting with the past-present focus of  career success.  Example items included ‘I could easily get a similar job to mine in almost any organisation’ and ‘even if there was downsizing in this organisation I am confident I would be retained’.  That this measure of employability included reference to both internal and external labour markets was also perceived to be relevant: as accounting professionals, these respondents might expect to have highly marketable skills, if they are kept up to date.           

We were interested in what CPD our respondents did (or claimed to do). The section of the questionnaire on 'CPD Engagement' was not an affective scale like those above, simply a list of thirty-one updating strategies, again from a previous study (Rothwell  and Arnold 2005:24), having been informed by a comprehensive literature review. This was scored on a five-point scale from ‘never used for my CPD’ to ‘frequently used for my CPD’. Example items included ‘reflective discussion with colleagues that are informal but still relevant to the profession’ and ‘regular reading of book and journals relevant to my profession’. As this was a list rather than a scale intended to have inherently good psychometric properties, it has been utilised primarily for descriptive analyses. Hardly any respondents identified other updating strategies, but this could be attributed to questionnaire fatigue rather than the comprehensive nature of the list.  Finally, two questions asked respondents to identify ‘what is the main professional or work related area, competence or skill that you wish to develop during the next few years’ and any other comments the respondents might have in respect of  ‘(your) CPD, how you feel about your employability, your profession or your career’. Both of these more open questions yielded a full and varied list of responses, which are discussed below.   

The questionnaire was administered to (what number exactly########?) attendees at a branch meeting of the professional body. One hundred and one replies were received, and the characteristics of the sample are shown in table 1. While the distributions are broadly representative of the accounting profession, the substantially smaller number of females has meant that some of the sub-categories (such as by age) have quite small numbers, so gender breakdowns do not form part of our more detailed analyses. Almost all (101) of the respondents were members of the main? professional body. Data were analysed using the Statistical package for the Social Sciences (Version 10.0)

Results

What were the characteristics of this sample? Can we infer that it is reasonably representative of the profession as a whole? The descriptive statistics are presented in table 1. 







Table 1: Sample Characteristics (n = 101) 
											%
Age				<34							31
				35-39							14            				40-44							17
				45-49							11
				50+							27
	
Gender				Male							77
				Female							21
				Non-response						 2				
Membership level/type		Fellow						           	52					Member						43
				Student				 			 1
				Practising				 		 2
				Non-response						 2

Years of professional		0-9 years						33
Membership			10-19 years					          	30
				20-29 years						20
				30+ years						16
				Non-response						  1	

Highest Qualification		Non graduate						44
				Graduate (inc. BA/BSc, 				51
					MBA, MSc etc.)
				Non-response						 4	

Employment Status		Full time						70
				Part Time					             7 					Self employed¹		 				22
				Career break				 		 1
				Portfolio worker			 		 1
		

Organisational Position²	Strategic						27
				Senior Officer						8					Colleague Responsibility				16
				First Line Manager					13
				Operational						21
				Other							 6
Non response						10
______________________________________________________________________
¹ , ²    Section of scale adds to 101 due to respondents selecting two items 
The sample is broadly representative of the profession as a whole. The age distribution reveals two ‘peaks’ – of younger, and also older, respondents. The gender balance reflects that of the profession as a whole (does it Ian?), while the membership category reveals a fairly even split. Not all these categories are mutually exclusive: practising professionals can be fellows or members, but students cannot. The fact that there was only one student respondent might raise questions as to the practicality of encouraging students to see CPD as an outlook starting earlier rather than later (IFAC 2004:3). Among the qualified respondents, The sample includes a reasonably even spread of experiential levels, with more graduates than non-graduates, this again reflecting trends in the profession. Results for the type of organisation reflect a key issue in the profession:  the professional body’s membership is split, approximately equally, between those in public practice with an auditing licence, who can sign-off company accounts, and for whom CPD is essential in order to keep this licence, and those who do not.  
(Ian I can’t see how you can infer this from the result???#############)

What are the CPD strategies these individuals engage in and to what extent? Is this engagement affected by individual characteristics and to what extent? 

To identify the preferred CPD strategies for this sample, responses to the thirty-one CPD engagement items were ranked by mean score, and the results are presented in table 4. This scoring method was preferred to ranking by respondents as the list was felt to be too long for them to be able to do this meaningfully. Not surprisingly, the most popular updating strategy was reading relevant books and journals, this being consistent with previous, similar studies albeit with another profession (Rothwell 2004:236). Comparison with the global ACCA survey (2003:9 et seq.) is slightly difficult as they separated inside-work and outside-work CPD strategies, and our listing is arguably more comprehensive, but our findings broadly supported theirs. We should also not be surprised at the second response, given that professional branch meetings are typically attended by the same individuals, and that branch meeting attendees formed the sample for this study. To ensure the veracity of the CPD engagement responses, all questionnaires were individually reviewed, and no matters for concern were revealed. 


Table 2: CPD Engagement Ranked list (decending order, mean scores)		M

1.  Regular reading of journals and books relevant to my profession			4.04
2. Attending branch meetings regularly						3.80
3. Keeping a portfolio record of CPD activities I have undertaken			3.62
4. Acquiring knowledge through browsing websites or 'surfing the net'		3.30
5. Reading work-related documents from my organisation				3.22
6. Sharing knowledge with colleagues							3.20
=7. Acquiring generic transferable skills and competencies related to my job		3.10
=7. Spontaneous learning arising from work or personal activities			3.10	
8. Technical training e.g. courses where I am learning how to use new		3.06 
	computer software			
9. Learning professional knowledge e.g. professional codes of  practice		3.00
10. External courses my employer has paid for 					2.94
11. Learning through practising the rules and procedures of my work	organisation	2.92
12. My employer's internal training courses						2.90
13. Reflective discussions with colleagues that are informal but still 			2.84
	relevant to the profession
14. Action learning: learning from development projects				2.72
15. Undertaking academic study that isn't necessarily related to			2.70
	 my job or profession
16. Learning that is carefully planned in advance					2.66
17. Reflective discussions with colleagues as part of a formal 				2.56
	development review process
18. Learning through informal teamwork in the workplace				2.54
=19. Keeping a reflective diary over an extended period of time			2.36	
=19. Other personal activities outside of work e.g. hobbies, scouts/guides, 		2.36
	community or religious organisations, voluntary activities
20. Authorship of technical papers (internal or external to the 
	organisation)									2.32
21. My employer's open learning provision						2.28
22. Working towards a vocational qualification which I am paying for 		2.26
	myself
23. Membership of committees relevant to the profession				2.20	
=24. Exchanging emails on professional topics with other  
	members									2.10
=24. Membership of committees at my place of work eg. quality,			2.10
	health and safety
25. Working towards a vocational qualification where I am sponsored 		1.86
	by my employer
26. Participating in internal secondments or transfers at my place of work		1.72 
27. Full or Part time teaching in a subject area related to my profession		1.70
28. Taking part in an online discussion forum relevant to my profession		1.66	

Other: Teaching IT literacy, sport (2), languages		


Given that this is a professional sample, one might have reasonably expected more externally and professionally focused items to feature in the remainder of the top twenty items on the list, such as the ninth-ranked item for example, which relates to professional codes of practice. Data reveal that the next fourteen items are (with the one exception mentioned above) primarily job or organisationally driven or informal. This reflects a theme in the CPD literature of the professional and organisational identity of individuals and thus who ‘owns’ CPD, the individual, the employer, or the profession? The relatively low ranking given to vocational qualifications, whether funded by the employer or the individual, is not surprising given that this is a relatively well qualified sample anyway, and generally consistent with the UK responses in the global ACCA survey (2003:15). That these ‘courses’ ranked lower than voluntary or community activities is actually consistent with previous, similar studies (Rothwell 2004:244) and may reflect relatively high levels of social participation for this professional sample.  

Another way to consider the se learning strategies is along a continuum of ‘deep’ or ‘surface’ learning (Hoeksma et al. 1997) . In this respect the ranking of the items is somewhat disappointing as intuitively one might have expected a professional sample to engage more in reflective processes, whereas these (items 13,14,17, 19 above) feature no better than mid-way in the list. Almost all other items, whether higher or lower rank, relate to immediate, operational or work related ‘surface’ aspects, and as such represent a focus on short term knowledge rather than long term development.  Similarly, one might reasonably expect professional respondents to engage more proactively with their learning, whether this be in relation to individual learning goals (Coad 1999:xx), or in relation to learning how to do new and different things, or being more effective (March 1991:xx).

Perhaps what these results reveal more than anything is the diversity of updating strategies employed by members, and the need for the profession to recognise what it is that members actually do for their CPD. Here, we see a strong emphasis on job-related learning that is often informal and unstructured, but that is supported by reflection, discussion and professional interaction, and which is recorded. Finally, although  one might expect online discussion to be a popular strategy for a contemporary sample, the low ranking here suggests that for this sample, it is not.   














Figure 1:  CPDE Engagement by length of time in the profession and qualification level
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_________________________________________________________________________

The relationships between CPD engagement (CPDE), and individual and demographic characteristics were explored using two-way analyses of variance, with CPDE as the dependant variable. Only one statistically significant effect was found, this being the interaction effect between qualification level and the length of time respondents had been members of their profession [F(3, 40) = 3.06, p = .039], with a large effect size (eta squared = .187). Although differences between groups did not reach statistical significance, visual inspection suggested that non-graduates scored higher than graduates in the highest age category (see figure 1), suggesting that for these individuals CPD engagement may be a defecit-driven strategy or a means of somehow ‘catching up’.  For categorical variables such as age and organisational position, the Kruskal-Wallis test (Pallant 2001:263) revealed no statistically significant differences between groups, in fact for CPD or any other dependent variable.

What is the perceived value attached to CPD by this sample? 

With a mean score of 33.6 against a potential maximum score of 45, we may conclude that the value attached to CPD for this sample was moderately high, but not as high as one might have expected given that these respondents were attendees at a branch event focusing on the changing role of the financial function and qualifying as a CPD input! The relationships between the perceived value of CPD and individual/demographic characteristics were investigated by means of two-way  analyses of variance with the value of CPD as the dependant variable. No statistically significant effects, either main or interactive, were observed.  It had been anticipated (see figure 2) that respondents at the highest professional level, with the longest levels of professional membership, might place a greater value on CPD, perhaps believing themselves to be custodians of professional standards, but this did not reach statistical significance for this sample.  















Figure 2: Perceived Value of CPD by length of membership and membership grade 
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Mean and standard deviation scores for the main scales, and correlation coefficients for the main scales and for CPD engagement, are presented in table 3. 


Table 3  shows statistically significant positive correlations between a number of the variables. Those of relevance to this study were between the value of CPD and professional commitment [r = .477, n = 91, p = .000], between the value of CPD and self–perceived employability [r = .390, n = 64, p = .001], and between the value of CPD and subjective career success [r = .288, n = 83, p = .008]. These correlations, though statistically significant are at best considered medium (Cohen 1988:xx), and suggest that the perceived value of CPD may have more to do with the respondents being well-engaged professionals, rather than as individuals who see either a future benefit in CPD (employability) or some deficit-driven catch-up strategy.   

_______________________________________________________________________

Table 3: Reliabilities, intercorrelations, means and standard deviations

Scale
1.	2.	3.	4.	5.	n	M		SD				
1. CPDV	.76	.477¹	.390¹	.288³	.208	94	33.56		4.45	
2. PC			.74	.472¹	.390¹	.278	95	32.40		4.44	
3. EMP				.85	.702¹	.398²	65	40.99		5.65	
4. SCS					.91	.267	89	28.07		5.62	
5. CPDE					.92	50	83.14		19.25


Coefficient alphas are shown in bold along the diagonal (¹,²,³  indicates a statistically significant correlation, see below)  
 
Key:	CPDV: 	The perceived Value of Continuing Professional Development
	PC: 		Professional Commitment 
	EMP: 		Self-perceived employability
	SCS: 		Subjective Career Success
	CPDE: 	CPD Engagement 
	r		Pearson’s product-moment correlation coefficient
	n		Number of respondents for this variable
	M		Arithmetic mean score for this variable
	SD		Standard deviation for this variable
	¹		statistically significant, p < .0001
	²		statistically significant, p = .006
	³		statistically significant,	 p = .008
_______________________________________________________________________



Given some of the differences (albeit non-significant ones) observed in the descriptive statistics for gender and qualification level, correlation coefficients between the perceived value of CPD and professional commitment, making comparisons for gender and qualification (as defined by possession of a degree or not) were undertaken, even though the small number of female respondents puts the sample on the edge of the acceptable boundary (Pallant 2001). Results are presented in table 4.
________________________________________________________________________

Table 4: Correlations; perceived value of CPD and Professional Commitment, split by gender and qualification level

Variable		Pearson correlation	Sig. (2-tailed)		N

All respondents	.477			.000			91

Males			.558			.000			70
Females		.022			.925 (NS)		21

Non-graduates		.250			.136 (NS)		39
Graduates		.414			.004			48		

NS = Not significant.


The results appear to show statistically significant positive correlations for males and graduates between the perceived value of CPD and professional commitment, and not for females and non-graduates. To further assess the statistical significance of the differences between these groups, the observed value of z was calculated for gender and qualification level using the procedure outlined in Pallant (2001). For gender, the z.obs value was 2.452, outside the specified bounds of + 1.96, thus we can conclude that the difference in correlations, by gender, is statistically significant, although we should be cautioned by the small sample size, especially for females. For qualification level, the value was 0.82, within the specified bounds, thus the difference is not statistically significant.

These statistical relationships suggested so far that there may be a more complex relationship than was measurable by correlations alone. Multiple hierarchical regression was conducted using the procedures outlined in Pallant (2001). Before proceeding, data were examined to assess their suitability for multiple regression. Sample size, although modest, was greater than the recommendation of fifteen subjects per predictor variable. Multicollinearity (Tacq 1997) was not considered to be a problem due to the moderate intercorrelations between variables (see table 3), with the exception of self perceived employability and subjective career success. Following the advice of Tabachnik and Fidell (1996) that one should avoid including two variables with a bivariate correlation of .7 or more in the same analysis, subjective career success and employability were combined into a new variable, ‘career orientation’, for the purposes of this analysis. Data were considered adequate in respect of normality and homoscedasticity, and there were few outliers. Results of the multiple hierarchical regression are presented in table 6. 

Model 1, with the predictor variables position in the organisation, qualification level, gender, duration of professional membership, and age, explained just 4.1% of the variance in the perceived value of CPD. Model 2, with the addition of professional commitment, and the composite variable ‘career orientation’ (employability and subjective career success) explained a total of 31% of the variation in perceived value of CPD, and this was statistically significant. Only one variable was found to make a statistically significant unique contribution, this being professional commitment (Beta = .437, p <  .05), this result comparing with a similar previous study of UK Professionals (Rothwell & Arnold 2005:18, et seq.). 

Table 5: Multiple Hierarchical Regression analysis showing predictors of the perceived value of CPD

Predictor 	R² change	Statistical significance	Beta weight	Significance 
Variable			of increase in R²	in final		of Beta Weight
							equation

Model 1		.041		p = .893

Gender						.07		NS
Age							-.14		NS
Qualification level					-.11		NS
Years of Professional membership			.12		NS
Position in the organisation				.03		NS
_________________________________________________________________________

Model 2 		.310		p < .000

Professional commitment				.437		p = .003
Career orientation					176		NS

_________________________________________________________________________

Key & Coding of variables:

Gender: 					1 = male, 2 = female
Age:			(in 5 categories)	1 = <34, to 5 = 50+
Qualification level				1 =  sub-degree qualifications
						2 = BA/BSc or higher
Years of ProfessionalMembership, 4
categories)			1 = 0-9 years, to 4 = 30+ years

Level in the organisation		from 1 = strategic to 5 = operational (in 5 groups)  			
Career Orientation = Subjective career success/self perceived employability

_________________________________________________________________________


Rothwell & Arnold (2005:26) showed a statistically significant unique result for gender although the demographic characteristics of the samples in that study were quite different; the HR profession including a greater number of women. The results suggest that the value attached to CPD is more of a function, for this sample, of one’s positive attitude to one’s profession, than one’s career focus (whether past or future). Position in the organisation, age, gender, possession of a degree, professional time served and professional membership level appear to have hardly any influence at all on attitudes to the value of CPD. Earlier, similar studies (eg. Jones and Fear 1994, Sadler-Smith and Badger 1998) did not extend to that level of analysis so cannot be used as a point of comparison.

Future priorities and concerns

What were the CPD priorities identified by this sample, and what were their concerns for the future? Fifty-one  responses to the open question ‘what is the main professional or work related area, competence or skill that you wish to develop during the next few years’ were received. The largest group (29%) related to taxation, although because many respondents simply stated ‘tax’ it is not possible to identify their specific requirements in that area. The second largest group of responses (18%) related to ‘people management’, interestingly a generic managerial rather than professional issue, contrasting with the very profession-specific third area (8%) of ‘international accounting standards’. Environmental analysis, corporate governance, corporate treasury and IT-related all had 6% each, while ‘communication/negotiation skills’ and ‘business development’ each had 4%. Finally, there was a long list of individual responses, this reflecting the individual nature of respondents’ development needs, including some peculiar to their employing organisations (eg. ‘charity specific’), or the use of techniques such as the balanced scorecard. Other individual concerns included inheritance issues, company  secretarial  work, and teaching accountancy.   Responses to question 83 (any other comments) revealed some highly individual concerns, but also some themes that are consistent with previous studies, including concerns about keeping up to date, concerns about public perceptions of trust, and concern about finding the time to do CPD. 

How do our results compare with existing studies of CPD for professional workers? 

Our results are on the whole consistent with previous studies (Paisey and Paisey 1996, Sadler-Smith and Badger 1998, Attewell 2002, ACCA 2003,  Rothwell and Arnold  2005). In general, respondents to this and previous similar were aware of the general benefits of CPD but did not perceive immediate rewards in career terms.  While there were varying needs for different sub-groups of respondents, individual characteristics were largely unrelated to perceptions of the value of CPD. A further common feature is that the main narrative responses to CPD were organisation or job related and focused on immediate needs rather than longer term and professional development.  The potential for comparison is somewhat limited however as there have been few multivariate studies of CPD, and fewer still using a similar range of variables. 

We should be cautious about over-generalising from this data. The ‘CPD engagement’ items showed a lower response rate than the attitudinal scales, principally due to incomplete data and unanswered sections at the end of what was rather a long questionnaire. Furthermore, an individual may have indicated a high preference for one CPD strategy, or moderate preferences across a number of strategies, but we cannot confidently use this measure for individuals as an overall or relative indicator of CPD engagement. If such a measure was available, then the relationship between the perceived value of CPD and the extent to which individuals engage with it could be explored. For this sample, and using these measures, this analysis was not possible. The list is somewhat revealing in that we can gain an impression of the preferred updating strategies for this sample, as in what they do (or say they do), but crucially we do not know to what extent they benefit from these activities, and this was not investigated in the global ACCA survey (2003). 

Key Informant Interviews

While data considered above were revealing in respect of respondent’s attitudes to and engagement with CPD, further evidence was required in respect of ACCA‘s aims and goals in promoting a CPD scheme. To help address some of the unresolved issues, an interview was conducted with the professional body’s director in charge of CPD. A range of specific issues, concerns and actions was identified, including the concern that members themselves should take responsibility for keeping themselves up to date and professionally competent.It was emphasised that professional status, far from being something that applid to anyone and everyone (Critten 1999:1) should be seen as:  'a kind of gold standard' and CPD should be a natural part of maintaining that status. To reinforce this, the training director indicated that ACCA intended to have a more formal structure to CPD, which allowed individual members to focus on their own role and what they need to learn in terms of knowledge and skills to perform in that role. As practical help, benchmarking could be helpful in providing members with guidance about what other people in comparable positions are doing in terms of CPD.  A database of role profiles was planned for this purpose. To enhance individual motivation to engage, it was recognised that CPD planning needed to be driven at an individual level based on a reflective process considering: What’s my role(s)   What’s expected of me?   What knowledge and skills do I need?   Where am I strong?   Where can I improve?  Where will I move to in the future?   Will some of these things change?  At the same time, there had been a recognition on the part of the professional body that development needs (and attitudes to CPD) could vary through the different career stages. 

It was recognise that not all members were as keen on CPD as even the respondents to this study. A lot of people see CPD as a ‘necessary evil’. On the part of the Institute, there had been a recognition that a lack of understanding about CPD is actually a greater obstacle to engagement than issues such as cost or accessibility of courses, so better promotion of their CPD scheme and the intended benefits was seen as crucial. This needed to be tempered with realism, such as understanding what CPD people actually do - as suggested in our research, targeted reading for many people is still the most effective way of staying up-to-date, particularly with  technical issues in any new standards or  regulation. Thus, understanding individual motivations for undertaking CPD is seen as essential.It was suggested that some members will find it difficult to move beyond compliance. Their engagement with CPD is because they do not want to lose their membership, and thus minimal
 
Comment

Our findings sometimes concurred with the Training Directors' views, sometimes not. Although we could find no statistically significant link between career related factors (career success and self perceived employability) and attitudes to CPD, and nor could a previous, similar study of HRM professionals (Rothwell 2004), nonetheless it was stated in this context that: 
' - The main motivation is career advancement.   Being able to actually do well in their job and get into the careers they want to and get to the levels they want to and they see it as a direct benefit.   CPD should help people in their career progression.'
Whilst, there was agreement that CPD was recognised as being strongly driven by professional commitment this was not necessarily a deficit-driven approach; where CPD is seen as a catch-up strategy to remedy the situation where individuals may have fallen behind their 'subjective timetable'.  

A good deal of the earlier research on CPD (e.g., Jones and Fear 1994, Sadler-Smith and Badger 1998, Harris 2000, ACCA 2003) had focused on attitudes to record-keeping and the hours spent on undertaking CPD as an 'input measure'. It was confirmed in the interview that the profession was likely to move away from this approach, even though individual members reportedly still find it reassuring to have these measures. Similarly, practices and attitudes to record-keeping were seen to be evolving, from the instrumental/transactional to the reflective.

Although no statistically significant effects on the perceived value of CPD were attributable to age in our study, previous studies, whilst admittedly of a different profession (Sadler Smith and Badger 1998, Rothwell 2004) had found a significant main effect for age, with younger members having more positive attitudes to CPD. The Training Director especially emphasised the need for CPD to start from the time they register as a student, and linking CPD into their accumulating experience. 

While we have reported the interview outcomes only briefly here, a major part of our continuing research is a more open-ended, qualitative and exploratory approach, to facilitate an understanding of what lays behind the 'headlines' of the quantitative research findings. In this relatively uncharted field, the lack of prior research, and thus of a theoretical and conceptual base, can sometimes present challenges due to an inability to make direct comparisons. We aim to remedy that first by providing some of the research evidence to support the development of the field, and second by investigating it thoroughly to facilitate theory-building that should in turn inform good practice. 

Conclusions

We will now consider what are the implications of our findings for the accountancy professions, for employers, and for individuals themselves, and then suggest an agenda for future research. The paper has reviewed the development of CPD schemes in the non-practice sector of the accountancy profession, and it has considered what types of CPD activity members might wish to engage in.  The findings in this survey reinforce the survey conducted by the chosen professional body. We believe our findings are have important implications for professional bodies, professionals themselves, and providers of professional education and training

Of particular interest has been the reason why members wish to engage in CPD.  The findings indicate that this is most strongly related to how individual members perceive themselves to be a part of a body of similar professional people.  Given that the current CPD schemes for non-practice accountants are largely non-verifiable and thus essentially voluntary it is argued that professional bodies might encourage members’ engagement through linking schemes more explicitly to professional identity, although the advent of mandatory CPD fundamentally changes the rules of engagement. The challenge for professional organisations is how to encourage members to see the value of CPD as an activity in itself, contributing to the development of the profession as well as their own.

The fact remains that our respondents, and those in previous studies, engaged in CPD activities that were more organisation and job/role focused than professionally driven (although this was arguably less the case for accountants than for, say, HR Managers), and did do less because they saw an individual or career pay-off and more because they were committed to the profession in general. CPD activities such as courses and qualifications were relatively unimportant to this sample, although to be fair many were well qualified anyway. This in turn has implication for course providers, and it may be that future CPD provision needs to be less supply led and more demand-driven, more responsive to individuals needs and aligned wit their personal development goals and priorities, perhaps as part of a personal development planning process, rather than the ‘we know best what is good for you’ perspective of some training providers or educational institutions.

As a general conclusion, there has arguably never been a greater need for professionals, including accountants, to expend effort in keeping themselves up to date. Changes in business practices, legislative requirements, public perceptions of the need for ethical behaviour and accountability, with very significant changes in the nature of the business world itself all present considerable challenges in simply keeping up with the pace of change. If the accountancy profession is to maintain its credibility and status it needs to be able to reassure a range of stakeholders that its members are competent and up to date. Individually and collectively, the costs of failing to engage in CPD are high, and while the benefits may be less obvious at an individual level, CPD is not an option. We believe that our research has begun to address the gap in our understanding of CPD from the point of view of the individual professional, and that this in turn may inform the practices and requirements of the professional bodies. We intend to continue this research, extending to further professional samples in a range of contexts.   
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