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With the recent creation of a new trans-Tasman 
accounting body in Chartered Accountants Australia 
and New Zealand, there could hardly be a better time to 
discuss the importance of the accounting profession’s 
engagement with Asia. Representing over 100,000 
business professionals in Australia and New Zealand, 
Chartered Accountants Australia and New Zealand 
will have a larger voice on national, regional and global 
policy issues that affect our profession.

One of our primary focuses is to engage in thought 
leadership and influence areas that play a critical role in 
shaping the future of the profession, and engagement 
with Asia is one such area.

Asia is a vast cultural region, the largest and most 
heavily populated continent, covering almost a third of 
the world’s land mass and home to 60% of the global 
population. As neighbouring countries, Australia and 
New Zealand have a role to play in the development of 
Asia in relation to economics, education/skills, business 
and regional security.

The higher education sector is the foundation of a  
high-quality accounting profession and a cornerstone  
of future economic prosperity at home and in Asia. 

With this acknowledgement, I was proud to support 
the fifth annual thought leadership forum in Adelaide 

in February 2014, co-hosted with the Centre for 
Accounting, Governance and Sustainability – a  
research arm of the School of Commerce, University  
of South Australia. 

I would like to thank everyone involved in making the 
forum and subsequent publication such a success. The 
aim of the annual forums has been achieved, in that 
several contemporary challenges relating to accounting 
education, academia and the accounting profession  
in Australia have been thoroughly investigated. 

This current thought leadership series contributes to an 
ongoing dialogue between academics, the profession 
and public policymakers concerning the key challenges 
facing the profession’s engagement with Asia now and 
into the future. 

I commend the contributors to the series and wish the 
various stakeholders success in their continued debates 
on this important issue.

Mel Ashton FCA 

President 
Chartered Accountants Australia and New Zealand

Preface





The University of South Australia continues to work  
with both professional organisations and the business 
and not-for-profit sector to advance our knowledge 
in areas of key importance to the future of Australia. 
Hence, it gives me particular pleasure to write a Preface 
to the CAGS/Chartered Accountants Australia and New 
Zealand thought leadership publication on the topic of 
The Accounting Profession’s Engagement with Asia as 
Asia is increasingly in the foreground of the education, 
careers and practices of professionals in Australia.

A number of years ago I studied calligraphy in Shanghai, 
as part of a business and research collaboration. I came 
back at the end of a particularly difficult day, probably 
smudged with much more ink than I’d managed to 
really convey appropriately to paper, and was lamenting 
to one of my local colleagues that I found it very 
frustrating that, even when I could produce a character 
well, the potential meanings and pronunciations were 
myriad and that slight changes had quite dramatic 
impacts on meanings. My colleague thought it was 
quite interesting that I didn’t see the parallels in my  
own culture, which is one of the things that I think that 
cross-cultural experiences often teach us. When I was 
initially perplexed, she just drew the numeral 8 and said, 
‘This is something that actually travels globally and we 
all know what it means, unless we turn it on the side 
and then it means “forever” and an infinite number’. 
We all recognise 8 across languages, but we all say  
it differently.

In large part numbers and their meaning – their 
incredibly nuanced meaning – is a language that 
transcends many of our cultures and frames our 
understanding of many things. The way we translate 
activities and relationships comes back to the way we 
count and often account for them. So I think that it is 

particularly important that the accounting profession, 
the arbiter of transactions and relationships, and its 
focus on accountability and governance, are part of 
the essential integration of business and enterprise 
across the region. It is that capacity to translate 
between cultures, between enterprises and between 
relationships that is fundamental to the profession but 
also fundamental to our future.

The respect for cultural differences that has been built 
into standards over time is an essential component of 
the internationalisation of the profession. There will still 
be challenges that arise. Even our ideas of goodwill and 
transparency are constantly challenged as we move 
across international borders, but if we look at our own 
activities as universities and as a nation, almost a third  
of our alumni of the last decade are from Asian countries 
or will go to Asian careers, and their transactions on  
a daily basis would be unusual if they did not include 
some interaction with a client, a customer or a 
fundamental technology or product that is based  
in Asia.

This publication is a timely and thoughtful contribution 
to the future of the profession in the region, and a 
reminder to all of us of the richness this brings to  
our dialogue.

 

Professor Marie Wilson
Pro-Vice Chancellor, Business and Law 
University of South Australia

Preface
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introduCtion
Through the geographic accident of being located 
close to what is the most extraordinary population 
and economic growth in human history, as we see in 
the Asian region, Australia is indeed a lucky country. 
But will we seize or squander this opportunity?

So says Dawson (2014) in his article in this volume. 
Our aim is to explore a number of challenges for 
the Australian accounting profession in terms 
of contemporary engagement with Asia. The 
accounting profession can be envisaged as 
consisting of three main, interrelated streams: 
practitioners who are largely employed by 
professional accounting firms and industry; 
higher education institutions responsible for the 
education of potential and actual graduate entrants 
into practice; and, finally, professional accounting 
bodies, which provide oversight in the interests  
of the profession and society (Laughlin, 2011).  
All of these streams are challenged by the  
expansion of Asia. 

National governments act as a critically important 
regulator of accounting as it is practised and establish 
the context in which the accounting profession operates. 
Government actions and policies can help the profession 
to thrive and grow, or to lose relevance. Professional 
accounting bodies have a strong interest in encouraging 
the development of policy that will assist the accounting 
profession as well as regulating the craft of professional 
accounting firms – education, ethics, practices, and so on 
(Burchell et al., 1980). Hence, both government and the 
professional bodies are key parties in developing policy 
for the future of the accounting profession in the context 
being considered here – engagement with Asia. Both 
are considered in turn as a foundation for understanding 
their support for development of professional services in 
the Asian context. 

The articles in this volume are based on the discussion 
at a Thought Leadership Forum held in Adelaide in 
February 2014. The findings of the Forum, and the 
articles in this volume, highlight nine specific challenges 
for the accounting profession as shown in Table 1. 

Framing the Engagement of 
Australia’s Accounting Profession 
with Asia
James gUthrie, elaiNe eVaNs aND roger BUrritt
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A brief hiStory of AuStrAliAn  
government engAgement with ASiA
Providing context to any discussion about the 
accounting profession’s engagement with Asia in 
relationship to education, regulation and practice is 
important as it sets the backdrop to economic and 
cultural links to Asia. New models are emerging and  
the Australian professional accounting bodies have  
a role to play in the Asian century.

In an article in The Australian, Rowan Callick (2014)  
wrote that:

Australia has, under recent governments,  
joined the paramount regional grouping, the 
East Asia Summit, massively boosted economic 
ties with Asia, completed trade deals with a 
range of countries capped now by South Korea 
and Japan, and launched its New Colombo 
Plan, which is already starting to send a 
generation of young Australians into the  
region as a core part of their education.

The East Asia Summit (EAS) is a forum of regional 
leaders for strategic dialogue and cooperation on key 
challenges facing the East Asian region. 

Membership of the EAS is comprised of the 10 ASEAN 
countries (i.e., Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, 
Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand 
and Vietnam), Australia, China, India, Japan, New 
Zealand, the Republic of Korea, the US and Russia. The 
18 EAS member countries represent collectively 55% 
of the world’s population and account for around 56% 
of global GDP. EAS countries received more than 75% 
of Australia’s total exports and two-way trade with EAS 
countries was $416 billion in 2012–13.1 

According to White (2013), the economic rise of Asia 
is one of the most momentous events in Australia’s 
history. However, although mooted for Australia 
at the beginning of the 20th century, significant 
economic engagement with Asia has been slow to 
arrive. Opportunities were missed in the past with 
the first Commonwealth Government led by Edmund 

TABLE 1: ChAllengeS for the ACCounting ProfeSSion’S engAgement with ASiA

Challenge 1 How can the Australian accounting profession improve its competitiveness in Asia and what mechanisms  
are available for engagement?

Challenge 2 How should Australia and its universities respond to China’s predicted economic growth?

Challenge 3 How can Australian universities, quality agencies, accounting professional bodies and practitioners  
collaborate to safeguard Australia’s reputation for high-quality accounting education?

Challenge 4 How can Australian universities improve the learning experience of international students and tap into  
the great demand for accounting and finance graduates in Asian countries?

Challenge 5 How can the accounting profession in Australia support the growing profession in China and also how  
can accounting schools equip China’s graduates with the skills and knowledge to meet the various challenges 
they will face?

Challenge 6 How can the Australian accounting profession develop new opportunities and expand current cooperative 
relationships to benefit from growing markets in Indonesia and more broadly in Asia?

Challenge 7 How can the profession in Australia build meaningful mutual recognition arrangements with the  
profession in Asia?

Challenge 8 How can Australia prepare strategically to make a meaningful contribution to professional services  
and higher education in Asia?

Challenge 9 How can Australia make the shift to becoming Asian and work cooperatively and collaboratively  
in creating a sustainable future with our neighbours?

1. http://www.dfat.gov.au/asean/eas/

http://www.dfat.gov.au/asean/eas/
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Barton in 1903 rejecting the appointment of an agent 
to encourage trade between Australia and China as 
suggested by businessman Way Lee (Burritt et. al., 
2009, p. 18): 

… China is rapidly becoming converted to 
European manners and customs, and there 
will be an almost unlimited demand for many 
articles produced in Australia, among which 
are: flour, wool, butter and cheese, frozen  
meat, cattle and sheep, fruit, timber, silver, 
copper, and lead, none of which are at all 
plentiful in China. 

However, the build-up of trade with Asia seemed 
inevitable. By 1970, Japan was taking large quantities 
of coal, iron ore, beef and wool and supplying a 
sophisticated range of manufactured goods and motor 
vehicles in return. By 1991, bilateral trade between 
Australia and Japan was worth A$23 billion per annum, 
and Japanese firms had invested over A$36 billion in  
the Australian domestic economy, mostly in tourism  
and property development. 

With the election of the Hawke Government in 19832 

links with Indonesia improved and the relationship with 
the People’s Republic of China (PRC) developed.3 From 
1983 to 1996, the Labor Governments of Hawke and 
Keating made deliberate efforts to ‘relocate’ themselves 
in the Asia–Pacific region. 

In 2012, the former Prime Minister Paul Keating recalled 
that Australia’s motivation for wanting to ‘hook up’ 
with Asia was not only driven by Asia’s economic 
momentum, but also by the threat at that time of the 
world breaking up into economic blocs as a result of 
serious trade disputes between Japan and the US, 
and the US and Europe (Keating, 2012). Keating stated 
that the world was about to be divided between the 
North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), the 
European Union (EU), and some as-yet undefined 
Asian grouping, from which Australia was in danger 
of being left out. Against this backdrop in 1989, during 
a period of high Australian diplomatic standing in the 

Asia–Pacific, then Prime Minister Bob Hawke proposed 
what was to become APEC (Asia–Pacific Economic 
Cooperation). It was in the mid-1980s that the Hawke 
Labor Government ‘discovered’ Asia, and set about a 
deliberate course of ‘engagement’. At this time parts of 
Asia were experiencing high growth rates and increases 
in disposable income, and people in many of these 
countries could afford to purchase Australian goods. 

In 1989, 12 Asia–Pacific economies met in Canberra to 
establish APEC. At that time the Garnaut report (1989) 
was released, making a case for economic integration 
with the region that has since underpinned Australian 
public policy. Garnaut argued that rapid growth in 
Japan, Korea and Taiwan had shifted the centre of 
gravity of the global economy to Asia.

The founding members of APEC were: Australia, Brunei 
Darussalam, Canada, Indonesia, Japan, Korea, Malaysia, 
New Zealand, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand and 
the US, whilst China, Hong Kong and Chinese Taipei 
joined in 1991. Mexico and Papua New Guinea followed 
in 1993. Chile acceded in 1994 and in 1998, Peru,  
Russia and Vietnam joined, taking the full membership 
to 21 nation states. 

According to Keating (2012), a lack of coherence gave 
opportunity to Malaysia to put together an alternative 
proposal in 1990, called the East Asian Economic 
Caucus (EAEC), re-centring the would-be bloc on East 
Asia, and specifically and pointedly excluding Australia 
and New Zealand. After APEC lost its standing in 1997, 
following the Asian economic crisis (Milner, 2011), 
the region saw growth of the Asia-exclusive ASEAN 
+ 3 process, which brought together the 10 ASEAN 
countries with China, Japan and South Korea. These 
are the three nations with which the Abbott led Liberal-
National Coalition Government had been negotiating 
free trade agreements in April 2014.

During his Prime Ministership, Paul Keating wanted 
Australia’s identity to be in Asia (Capling, 2008, p. 602) 
and the features of economic development in the region 
to be engagement and relationship. When he was 
Foreign Minister, Gareth Evans (1995a, b) argued for  

2. gerard henderson from The sydney institute reminds us that Australia’s interaction with Asia was encouraged in 1934 when Prime minister Joseph Lyons  
led a mission to the far east. http://www.smh.com.au/federal-politics/political-opinion/white-paper-risks-obscuring-long-history-of-engagement-with-asia-
20121105-28tz2.html 

3. http://www.griffith.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/245866/Doug-Smith-Asia-Australian-Relationships-Readings.pdf

http://www.smh.com.au/federal-politics/political-opinion/white-paper-risks-obscuring-long-history-of-engagement-with-asia-20121105-28tz2.html
http://www.smh.com.au/federal-politics/political-opinion/white-paper-risks-obscuring-long-history-of-engagement-with-asia-20121105-28tz2.html
http://www.griffith.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/245866/Doug-Smith-Asia-Australian-Relationships-Readings.pdf
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4. http://www.griffith.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/245866/Doug-Smith-Asia-Australian-Relationships-Readings.pdf
5. http://www.dfat.gov.au/fta/aanzfta
6. http://australianpolitics.com/2012/10/28/gillard-launches-asian-century-white-paper.html

the importance of Australia’s integration and partnership 
with its East Asian neighbours.

A legacy of the Hawke and Keating Labor Governments 
was to re-energise the debate about the issue of a closer 
engagement with Asia on the Australian policy agenda 
(McAllister and Ravenhill, 1998). Then Minister for 
Foreign Affairs in the Howard Government, Alexander 
Downer, spoke on ‘Australia and Asia – a new Paradigm 
for the Relationship’ (Downer, 1999). He stated that 
East Asia took 50% of all Australian exports and even 
more was transported through that region elsewhere in 
the world. In the late 1990s, APEC countries took more 
than 75% of Australian exports, valued at some A$58 
billion in 1996, and supplied nearly 70% of its imports. 
By 2000 Japan, China and South Korea were Australia’s 
three main trading partners. In August 1997, the Howard 
Government released the white paper, In the National 
Interest (DFAT, 1997) and affirmed the centrality of the 
Asia–Pacific region to Australia’s national interest. The 
white paper identified Indonesia, Japan and China as 
key bilateral relations for Australia.4 

Between 2007 and 2013, the Rudd and Gillard Labor 
Governments pursued an agenda of expanding regional 
markets and building a presence of Australian firms 
in those markets. In 2009, an agreement was signed 
establishing the ASEAN Australia and New Zealand 
Free Trade Area (AANZFTA). Globally, in 2010 ASEAN 
represents a market of more than 600 million people 
with a combined GDP of US$2.7 trillion. DFAT called  
this the most ambitious trade deal to date and the  
most comprehensive trade agreement that ASEAN  
has ever negotiated.5 

In 2012, the Gillard Government released the Australia in 
the Asian Century white paper. Gillard announced plans 
for regional engagement that included the opening 
up of opportunities to export and business in the 
region. Further, Gillard called for the building of more 
comprehensive relationships throughout the region 
and a new integration of regional markets.6 The paper 
stressed the importance of new business opportunities 
in goods and services in Asia and that these are fostered 

more effectively than previously under the Closer 
Economic Relations Trade Agreement signed between 
Australia and New Zealand, which is over 30 years old. 
The Agreement is only now fully effective for trade in 
professional services, such as accounting, following 
periods of disengaging bureaucracy and administrative 
complexity and a shortage of enthusiasm to make 
progress towards further regional economic union. 

Changes in government led to changes in the approach 
to engagement with Asia. Hence, in 2014, the new 
Coalition Government officially abandoned the previous 
Government’s white paper, but contemporary Australia’s 
efforts to engage more deeply in Asia have continued, 
as reported in a briefing by Roxane Horton (2014). In 
April, Prime Minister Abbott signed the Korea–Australia 
Free Trade Agreement (KAFTA), announced the Japan–
Australia Economic Partnership Agreement (JAEPA) 
and reiterated while visiting China, that Chinese Premier 
Li Keqiang and he were determined to sign a China–
Australia Free Trade Agreement before the end  
of 2014. Significantly in 2014, these countries represent 
the major sources of Australian trade: China is Australia’s 
number one trading partner, with Japan ranked second 
and South Korea fourth.

The continuing economic rise of Asia is an important 
event in Australia’s recent history and the power shift 
in Asia has unsettled the foundations of the regional 
order and Australia’s place in it (White, 2013). While Asia 
can be viewed as ‘an unavoidable geopolitical reality 
for Australia’ (Beeson, 2001, p. 44) recent negotiations 
are setting up a new model for Australia’s place in 
Asia that meets the new realities of the Asian Century, 
recognising that a collective GDP of $15 trillion and a 
combined population of more than 1.5 billion is situated 
in North Asia. New trade agreements with Japan, China 
and South Korea, and growth in Indonesia, in particular, 
will mean opportunities for Australia’s professional 
accounting bodies – who have been engaged in Asia 
for more than 60 years – will continue to increase, 
encouraged by the Australian Government. 

http://www.griffith.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/245866/Doug-Smith-Asia-Australian-Relationships-Readings.pdf
http://www.dfat.gov.au/fta/aanzfta
http://australianpolitics.com/2012/10/28/gillard-launches-asian-century-white-paper.html
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7. http://www.capa.com.my/article.cfm?id=34
8. http://www.mia.org.my/afa/about.htm
9. http://www.charteredaccountants.com.au/The-Institute/The-Institute-worldwide/The-Institute-in-Asia/Memorandums-of-understanding-and-reciprocal-

membership.aspx
10. http://www.charteredaccoutnants.com.au/The Institute-worldwide/The-Institute-in-Asia/Expression-of-intent-to-explore-routes-to-reciprocal-membership- 

with-Singapore.aspx

engAgement of ProfeSSionAl  
ACCounting bodieS with ASiA –
internAtionAl AlliAnCeS

Recently, Callick (2014) stated that: 

… times change and so do international 
needs, and what works in one decade doesn’t 
necessarily dictate the best policy for the 
next. As globalisation is persisting, being 
spearheaded by business, but with students, 
tourists, expatriate professionals and others  
all playing prominent roles.

We argue that a prominent role in the development 
of Australian accounting services in Asia can also be 
played by the professional accounting bodies.

In his book entitled Power, Progress and Profit, a history 
of the Australian accounting profession, Linn (1996) 
briefly recalls that as early as 1955, the General Council 
of the then Australian Society of Accountants proposed 
the establishment of a branch in Malaya. At the time 
there were representatives in Papua New Guinea, 
Singapore and Hong Kong. Further, Linn (1996, p. 172) 
notes the importance of Australia being the host country 
for the 1960 Asian and Pacific Accounting Convention. 

Currently both Chartered Accountants Australia and 
New Zealand and CPA Australia have strong links 
with professional accounting bodies in Asia. Both are 
members of the Confederation of Asian and Pacific 
Accountants (CAPA), which was established in 1976 
with the stated mission ‘… to provide leadership in the 
development, enhancement, and coordination of the 
accountancy profession in the Asia–Pacific region’.7 In 
addition, both Chartered Accountants Australia and New 
Zealand and CPA Australia are associate members of the 
ASEAN Federation of Accountants (AFA), established 
in 1977. Currently AFA membership comprises national 
associations of accounting professionals of all 10 ASEAN 
member countries. The objectives of AFA include 
establishing a medium for closer relations, regional 
cooperation and joint endeavours of accountants and 
the accounting profession in the region.8 

Chartered Accountants Australia and New Zealand has 
signed memoranda of understanding with professional 
bodies in Asia. In 2009, there was a formalised 
arrangement with the Malaysian Institute of Certified 
Public Accountants (MICPA) for provision of the  
CA Program in Malaysia. Successful candidates who 
complete the program are able to apply for membership 
of Chartered Accountants Australia and New Zealand 
and MICPA. Also, in the same year, Chartered 
Accountants Australia and New Zealand signed a 
memorandum of understanding with the Institute of 
Chartered Accountants of India (ICAI), which includes 
the mutual recognition of accounting qualifications. 
Eligibility to apply for membership of both bodies 
is usually subject to the completion of an additional 
country-wide module and meeting any statutory 
requirements.9 In April 2014, Chartered Accountants 
Australia and New Zealand signed an expression of 
interest (EOI) with Singapore thus signalling an intention 
to work closely together. The proposed outcome is a 
reciprocal agreement whereby members of one body 
can become members of the other body, subject to 
certain terms and condition.10 

Since 2000, CPA Australia has a mutual recognition 
agreement (MRA) with the Hong Kong Institute of 
Certified Public Accountants (HKICPA). In 2005, the 
Institute of Singapore Chartered Accountants (ISCA)  
and CPA Australia entered into a MRA to establish 
guidelines on how qualified members can gain 
reciprocal membership. 

In 2007, CPA Australia and the Malaysian Institute of 
Accountants (MIA) entered into a MRA to establish 
guidelines on how qualified members can gain 
reciprocal membership. Then, in 2009 the Institute of 
Chartered Accountants India (ICAI) and CPA Australia 
entered into a MRA to establish guidelines on how 
qualified members can gain reciprocal membership. 

Mostly recently in 2013, the Institute of Chartered 
Accountants of Sri Lanka (ICASL) and CPA Australia 
entered into a MRA to establish guidelines about how 
qualified members can gain reciprocal membership. 

http://www.capa.com.my/article.cfm?id=34
http://www.mia.org.my/afa/about.htm
http://www.charteredaccountants.com.au/The-Institute/The-Institute-worldwide/The-Institute-in-Asia/Memorandums-of-understanding-and-reciprocal-membership.aspx
http://www.charteredaccountants.com.au/The-Institute/The-Institute-worldwide/The-Institute-in-Asia/Memorandums-of-understanding-and-reciprocal-membership.aspx
http://www.charteredaccoutnants.com.au/The Institute-worldwide/The-Institute-in-Asia/Expression-of-intent-to-explore-routes-to-reciprocal-membership- with-Singapore.aspx
http://www.charteredaccoutnants.com.au/The Institute-worldwide/The-Institute-in-Asia/Expression-of-intent-to-explore-routes-to-reciprocal-membership- with-Singapore.aspx
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These memoranda of understanding and MRAs place 
the professional accounting bodies in Australia and  
New Zealand in a strong position to further engage  
with the accounting bodies in the Asian region.

trendS in higher eduCAtion in  
AuStrAliA And ASiA
Australia is one of the world’s leading providers of 
international education and in 2013 ranked the third 
most popular destination for international students, 
behind the US and the UK. The International Education 
Advisory Council report (Commonwealth of Australia, 
2013) states that international education activities 
generate over $15 billion of export income annually 
and this revenue supports more than 100,000 jobs. 
Australian staff, researchers and students gain many 
benefits from the contributions made by international 
students. This report indicates that international 
education will continue to be a significant export 
opportunity for Australia’s education institutions. 

This is increasingly important as income from 
international students generates a significant proportion 
of university revenue. In 2011, international students 
contributed over $4 billion to all universities. This 
represents a threefold increase in just a decade. 
Maintaining and growing this revenue source has 
become ever more critical as costs have increased 
and sources of funding and revenue have become 
constrained. The contributions of international  
students support the higher education of all students.

Of the international students coming to Australia, 80% 
are from Asia (the top five countries contributing to this 
are China, India, South Korea, Vietnam and Malaysia). 
While many countries in Asia are investing heavily in 
their domestic education sector, demand for high-
quality education is likely to continue to outstrip supply. 

Maslen (2014) highlights an important issue concerning 
international students in Australia ’more than 230,000 
international students were enrolled in Australian 
higher education institutions at the end of last year and, 
amazingly, more than 40% of them were from China’. 

The extent to which China dominates the nation’s 
foreign student market also shows up when compared 

with the second largest source country, Malaysia, 
whose higher education students comprise a mere  
7% of the total enrolled in universities. 

Such a heavy reliance on just one country poses dangers 
for universities, the budgets of which have been boosted 
by the fees that Chinese and other students pay. When 
their numbers have fallen in the past, several universities 
faced serious financial problems.

Management and commerce courses have by far  
the greatest number of international students with  
50% of total international higher education students  
and 55% of international vocational education and 
training (VET) students enrolled in these courses.  
Many of these students are in accounting programs  
that attract more international students than any  
other discipline.

The confluence of economic conditions, significant 
regulatory changes and other dynamics including 
developments in technology, is contributing to the 
demand for skilled and experienced accountants.  
Since the global financial crisis, the pace and extent  
of changes to taxation law, and corporations and 
securities law in particular, and regulation more 
generally, have been significant. 

A new generation of students for whom a global career 
and mobility opportunities are major driving factors in 
their choice of study destination has been identified. 

In Australia, accountants are projected to rank amongst 
the most highly sought after occupations over the 
medium term. Growth was strong in 2012 with the 
number of employees climbing by 5% over the course 
of the year. Future employment is expected to continue 
to grow. Government data forecast growth in the region 
of 13% between 2012 and 2017, placing it as the third 
ranked occupation by projected growth. Increasing 
demand for additional accountants has also been 
forecast by Deloitte Access Economics and IBIS World.11 

There is an opportunity to attract increasing numbers 
of international students to Australia seeking higher 
education qualifications. Data indicate these students 
are likely to enrol in management, commerce and 
accounting related disciplines. The prediction is that 

http://www.charteredaccountants.com.au/The-Institute/Who-we-are-and-what-we-do/News-and-updates/News/Migrants-skilled-occupation-list.aspx
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Asia will continue to dominate the demand for Australian 
higher education. While this presents an opportunity for 
Australia, the rise of quality domestic education in Asia 
and worldwide competition for international students 
also present challenges. 

Government policy is closely aligned to expanding the 
international student market and on improving student 
interchange with Asia. This is supported by the Minister 
for Education, Christopher Pyne, who has pledged to 
restore international education to its rightful place as 
one of our most valuable exports and committed to 
respond fully to the recommendations of the Chaney 
Report.12 The introduction of the New Colombo Plan, 
which is scheduled to commence as a pilot program 
in 2014, is all about establishing closer ties with Asia 
through education exchange and work experience.

While Australia weighs up the opportunities that 
international students offer to higher education and  
the significant contribution made to Australian society,  
it is timely to consider the impact of regional growth  
in the Asian higher education sector. 

The sector in both regions faces some common 
problems. Hence, competition in Australia is 
also influenced by common issues arising from 
developments in higher education in Asia (Asian 
Development Bank, 2011). These include: increased 
student/ teacher ratios; deferred maintenance; 
and a decline in conditions of faculty employment. 
Government responses in Asia include: increased 
bureaucratic control of administration; strong cost 
containment; and encouragement of the growth  
of private education. Finally, strategies to raise  
quality incorporate: regional collaboration in higher 
education; quality assurance; equitable access to  
high-quality education; and building links between 
research and education.

In addition, circumstances in Asia provide Australia with 
tougher competition, as revealed by a recently released 
UNESCO report (UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2014):

• Over the past four decades, global higher education 
increased from 32.6 million students in 1970 to 182.2 
million in 2011, 46% being in East and South East 
Asia (p. 16)

• The number of international (internationally mobile) 
students studying in Asia has increased significantly. 
In 2011 492,000 international students were enrolled 
in higher education degrees in East and South Asia. 
This is twice the number of students who were 
enrolled in 2005. Japan is ranked as the main host 
country followed by China, Malaysia, Singapore  
and DPR Korea (pp. 32–3)

• East and Southeast Asia now lead the world in  
the delivery of distance education (p. 11).

Marginson (2014) confirms the trends while warning 
that the dominance of higher education by the West is 
under threat. According to Marginson, ‘in East Asia the 
combined strength of both student numbers and journal 
article output will surpass that of Europe and the United 
Kingdom’. In 2011, East Asia and Singapore spent as 
much on research and development as North America 
and considerably more than Europe and the UK. Further, 
Marginson considers the following:

• China is expected to achieve a tertiary education 
participation ratio of 40% by 2020

• An increasing number of universities from China, 
Taiwan and South Korea are entering the list of the 
world’s top 500 universities

• In 2013, Mainland China had 28 universities in the 
Academic Ranking of World Universities’ top 500

• The top two Singapore universities, the National 
University of Singapore and Nanyang, are at Western 
European levels in research performance, not far 
below Cambridge. 

Further, the 2013 Academic Ranking of World 
Universities’ top 50013 shows that The University of Tokyo 
is ranked 21 and Kyoto University is ranked 26; Japan 
has 20 universities in the top 500; China–Taiwan has 
nine universities ranked in the top 500, although there 
are none in the top 100; Australia has 19 universities 
ranked in the top 500; The University of Melbourne is 
ranked 54th and The Australian National University 66th.

Higher education in the region is on the move with 
exponential growth in undergraduate enrolment and 
significant increases in postgraduate enrolment.  
Intense competition comes at a time when the 

https://aei.gov.au/International-network/Australia/policyupdates/Pages/A-Blueprint-for-International-Education.aspx
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Australian higher education system is facing a period of 
uncertainty with proposed Federal Government reforms. 
The ability of the sector to compete in the region is 
under a strong spotlight.

ContemPorAry ChAllengeS for the 
AuStrAliAn ACCounting ProfeSSion  
in ASiA
The aim of the 2014 CAGS/Chartered Accountants 
Australia and New Zealand Forum was to commence a 
dialogue about the accounting profession’s engagement 
with Asia in relation to education, regulation and 
practice. This has been achieved in that the participants, 
including the authors represented below, have 
investigated contemporary challenges in this space. 
Each of the articles in this volume illustrates the 
complexities, development and potential for engagement 
with Asia and the accounting profession’s role in a 
strongly regionalised world. The articles are presented  
in four parts, with each part having a central theme:

part a Competitiveness in the Asian market:  
The profession

part B Challenges and opportunities for the  
Australian higher education system in response 
to the growth in Asia

part C Challenges for the accounting profession  
in Australia and Asia: Practice

part D Future collaboration for Australia in Asia

Each of the themes is now discussed in detail with  
short summaries of points from each article. Also,  
a single challenge that we have identified for each  
article is presented. 

PArt A CompetitiVeNess iN the asiaN market: 
the proFessioN
Professor Richard Petty is in a unique position as he 
has been involved with all aspects of the accounting 
profession (i.e., practitioners, academics and 
policymakers, see Laughlin, 2011). He has lived in Hong 
Kong for nearly two decades, is a past Chairman and 
President, CPA Australia and the current Chairman of  
the Australian Chamber of Commerce Hong Kong & 
Macau and also a Professor at an Australian university. 
In 2013, he was responsible for major research on 

Australian competitiveness, which provides the basis  
for his article (Enright and Petty, 2013).

Petty (2014), ‘Making the Asian century the Australasian 
century for Australia’s accounting profession’, makes 
a case for urgent action, so that the Asian century 
becomes the Australasian century. His message is 
clear: for Australia to do well it will need to capitalise 
on the rise of Asian economies, not just in terms of 
selling commodities and educational services, but in 
terms of selling other high value goods and services 
and becoming an important part of the management, 
communication, and financial fabric of the region.  
This will require not only closer links with the rest  
of the Asia–Pacific region, but also the ability to 
outcompete others.

Petty bases his observations on the results of a 
competitiveness survey, undertaken with Professor 
Michael Enright and the support of CPA Australia, which 
provides a detailed picture of the competitiveness of 
professional services in Australia (Enright and Petty, 
2013). From the empirical results he provides several 
insights into the current (un-)competitiveness of the 
Australian accounting profession. Then he predicts 
future trends and issues for the profession to explore. 
These issues will need to be understood and managed 
if Australia is to keep pace with its Asian counterparts in 
developing a knowledge economy. Petty (2014) states 
that the new economy will require a major adjustment 
to company strategies, government policies and the 
outlook of leading business people, if Australia is to 
prosper in the near future. Professional imperatives 
will change from accounting and planning for items 
that are relatively easy, such as resources, debt, capital 
and hardware, to areas for which it is more difficult 
to account and plan, such as intellectual property, 
knowledge, creativity and innovation. Management 
imperatives will change in a similar way.

Petty (2014) highlights that a major role for the 
accounting profession will be the support of a 
competitive Australia. As perhaps Australia’s most 
international profession, with tens of thousands of 
members in Asia, Australia’s accounting profession  
is uniquely placed to provide insights into how to 
operate and succeed in Asia. He argues that members 
of Australia’s professional accounting bodies will  
deepen the profession’s ties to Asia and to the rest of 
the world through new membership growth, by way 
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of MRAs with other professional accounting bodies, 
and through other agreements and cooperative 
arrangements entered into with institutions, government 
agencies and companies that are based outside 
Australia. Also, he suggests the unique knowledge  
base that the Australian accounting profession has 
developed may be invaluable to Australian companies 
wishing to do business in Asia. 

In conclusion, Petty argues that the accounting 
profession is already leading Australia and representing 
Australia’s interests in Asia and has been doing so for 
decades. This must be built upon to ensure that, for the 
accounting profession, the Asian century becomes the 
Australasian century.

ChAllenge 1: How can the Australian accounting 
profession improve its competitiveness in Asia and 
what mechanisms are available for engagement?

PArt b ChalleNges aND opportUNities For  
the aUstraliaN higher eDUCatioN system  
iN respoNse to the groWth iN asia
Dr Zhang Wei Guo (2014) in his article titled, ‘How 
Australian universities should respond to further 
economic growth in China’ provides an insider’s 
perspective on both China and Australia. He was a 
Colombo Plan student, who studied at UNSW in the 
early 1980s and went on to be Head of the Department 
of Accounting at Shanghai University of Finance and 
Economics. Zhang was also Chief Accountant and 
International Director of the China Securities Regulatory 
Commission (CSRC) between 1997 and 2007 and is  
now a permanent member of the International 
Accounting Standards Board (IASB) and from 2007 has 
been based in London. Zhang is the first IASB member 
from China, and the second IASB member from Asia. 

In his article, Zhang considers the context of China both 
in the past and the future, stating that China has made 
significant economic advances in the past 30 years and 
set ambitious long-term development targets for the 
future. With these come major challenges that China 
will face, in terms of its economic and social fabric, and 
possible responses to these challenges from Australia. 
With higher education a major export industry for 
Australia, these challenges need to be considered by 
Australian universities. He then outlines in detail five 
areas in which Australian universities need to formulate 

a specific response: quality of education; expertise  
in the financial services sector; corporate governance; 
sustainability reporting; and accountability of the  
public sector.

In conclusion, Zhang points out that there are many 
challenges and opportunities ahead for China and its 
relationship with Australia. Australia has become more 
economically integrated with countries in Asia in recent 
years. This provides an unparalleled opportunity for 
Australia – including its universities – to contribute to 
China and other developing and transitional countries 
in the region and benefit from their further economic 
growth in the years ahead.

ChAllenge 2: How should Australia and its universities 
respond to China’s predicted economic growth?

Professor Philomena Leung (2014), in her article titled 
‘International students in Australia: An overview of 
trends and issues for accounting schools’, provides a 
timely piece of research capturing the unique position 
that Australian accounting schools play in the Australian 
higher education system. Like many of the other 
presenters she has gained expertise across the three 
elements of the accounting profession (i.e., academic, 
practice and policy making). She was an auditor with 
an international audit firm in Hong Kong before joining 
academia, and has held senior academic roles since 
1976, in Hong Kong, Melbourne and Sydney. Over 
30 years ago, she was one of two senior academics 
instrumental in establishing the presence of the 
Association of Chartered Certified Accountants (ACCA) 
in China and Asia. She is currently head of one of 
Australia’s largest accounting departments. 

In her article, Leung identifies international students  
as a major export for Australia, and her article provides 
review and analysis of the trends and issues associated 
with international students, in particular, the significant 
challenges presented to universities and, especially, 
accounting schools. 

She argues that international student mobility from 
countries such as China is a complex and fragile 
phenomenon as it is subject to a range of factors 
including government policies, economic and financial 
growth of nations, currency exchange, quality of 
education, reputation of institutions, cultural preferences 
and social influences. 
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Leung’s article examines in detail the overall trends in 
relation to international students, and the perspectives 
of Australian accounting schools in managing the 
complexity of student learning, research and revenue 
contribution. Key challenges highlighted include the 
management of a massive inter-cultural learning 
environment under a higher education system that is 
struggling between economic and social imperatives; 
the dilemma of the tension between recognised 
research output and a responsible attitude towards 
investigating and addressing the complex nature 
of international students’ issues; and the extensive 
difficulty experienced by academic staff in attempting  
to meet performance requirements for both the 
universities and for student learning. 

Leung (2014) highlights that accounting schools provide 
a significant source of income to universities. However, 
depending on the internal budgeting model used, 
accounting schools are subject to different internal tax 
rates by universities and faculties, providing massive 
cross subsidies to other parts of the university. This 
leads to the commonly held view that accounting 
schools are ‘cash-cows’, helping to fund the overall 
growth of a university and assisting in the maintenance 
and growth of other departments. Also, in managing 
large numbers, business schools adopt large and 
growing class sizes sometimes with over a thousand 
students registered in each class. International students 
and large classes require some universities to provide 
significant additional service support (e.g., English 
language for international students). 

ChAllenge 3: How can Australian universities, 
quality agencies, accounting professional bodies 
and practitioners collaborate to safeguard Australia’s 
reputation for high-quality accounting education?

Professor Barry Cooper (2014) in his article, 
‘Opportunities for Asian students to study accounting 
in Australian universities’ uses his wealth of experience 
as an academic, head of an accounting school, Dean 
and past President of ACCA to focus on international 
business students in Australia. Cooper begins his article 
by pointing out the large scale of international education 
in Australia, being the largest service export, as well as  
a source of domestic economic growth (GO8, 2011). 

More than half of Australia’s international students 
undertake commerce and management studies and 
80% now come from Asia, mostly from China, India, 
South Korea, Vietnam and Thailand. 

Challenges facing the Australian higher education 
system include an increasingly globalised world, 
and constant change associated with the extensive 
availability of educational opportunities via the internet. 
Australian universities are facing the challenge of  
a high Australian dollar exchange rate that has 
contributed to forcing many manufacturing and  
service organisations out of business. Cooper states  
that if Australian universities do not change and adapt 
and be more innovative in attracting and retaining 
international students, they may experience similar 
problems. That is why an apparent flattening of 
international enrolments and threats to have accounting 
removed from the Skilled Occupations List (SOL) for 
entry is concerning Australian universities and the 
Australian accounting profession.

Cooper (2014) also indicates that it is fortunate for the 
Australian higher education system that there is still a 
great demand for accounting and finance graduates 
in developing countries such as China, Vietnam and 
Indonesia. For example, Indonesia with a population  
of 250 million and a growing economy has only 15,000 
qualified accountants. Cooper does not just focus on 
the challenges, but puts forward detailed suggestions 
for allocating a portion of international student fees 
to provide extra support for international students. 
Examples include a fee hedging scheme to protect 
students against the volatile Australian dollar, special 
mentor schemes, elocution lessons and rebates on 
university accommodation. Expanding twinning 
programs, which have operated in Malaysia, could 
be used in developing countries such as Cambodia, 
Indonesia and Vietnam. However, finding a good 
in-country partner, quality control and professional 
accreditation are all important issues to be addressed. 

ChAllenge 4: How can Australian universities improve 
the learning experience of international students and 
tap into the great demand for accounting and finance 
graduates in Asian countries?
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PArt C ChalleNges For the aCCoUNtiNg 
proFessioN iN aUstralia aND asia: praCtiCe
Professor Paul Gillis, (2014) in ‘Challenges facing 
the accounting profession in China’ discusses the 
emergence of China as a leading force in accounting 
in Asia. He has experience across the three elements 
of the accounting profession and currently he is a 
Professor at the Guanghua School of Management, 
Peking University. A leading expert on accounting 
and auditing issues in China, Paul lives in China and 
is a certified public accountant from the US. He was 
a partner with PricewaterhouseCoopers in the US, 
Singapore and China and a member of the Standing 
Advisory Group of the Public Company Accounting 
Oversight Board from 2011–2013.

Gillis (2014) begins with the proposition that China 
started its modern accounting profession at the 
beginning of its opening up to the world 30 years ago. 
Accountants in China have played a critical role in the 
transformation of China’s economy, especially in the 
areas of transparency and corporate governance. His 
article explores in-depth three key issues related to the 
development of the accounting profession in China. 
First, it examines the development of the profession and 
how the profession continues to increase its influence 
on Chinese business. Second, he discusses the 
adoption of global accounting and auditing standards 
in China, and how the failure to adapt these standards 
properly to local conditions may have contributed 
to the considerable number of accounting scandals 
among Chinese companies in recent years. Finally, 
the article addresses the challenges of leadership in 
Chinese accounting firms, where conventional Chinese 
leadership styles may not be suitable for managing 
knowledge-based workers.

Gillis (2014) concludes that China’s accounting 
profession has emerged as a powerful force in global 
accounting. While the Big Four accounting firms have 
dominated the Chinese market, resurgent Chinese 
firms may soon take leading roles in China and globally. 
However, challenges remain. First, the wholesale 
adoption of foreign developed accounting and auditing 
standards without adaptation for local cultural and 
business conditions have arguably contributed to 

numerous Chinese accounting scandals and audit 
failures. Second, culture is playing a significant role 
in the way that Chinese accounting firms are led. The 
partnership form of operation conventionally used in 
the West is being adapted to the patriarchal style of 
leadership common in Asia. Finally, he argues that 
many Chinese accountants are educated in foreign 
institutions, with Australia playing a significant role. 
Many of the Australian educated Chinese accountants 
will be leaders of the Chinese accounting profession in 
the future, and will have an oversight role in the future of 
accounting worldwide. Australian accounting educators 
have an important responsibility to equip these future 
leaders with the skills and knowledge they will need  
to succeed.

ChAllenge 5: How can the accounting profession in 
Australia support the growing profession in China 
and also how can accounting schools equip China’s 
graduates with the skills and knowledge to meet the 
various challenges they will face?

Rosita Uli Sinaga is the Chairperson of the Financial 
Accounting Standard Board of the Indonesian Institute 
of Accountants, the Audit Advisory Leader in Deloitte 
and Senior Lecturer at the University of Indonesia.  
It was unfortunate that she was not able to participate  
in the actual forum due to last minute visa issues. 
Her co-author for her article in this volume is Ersa 
Tri Wahyuni, an accounting lecturer at Padjadjaran 
University, Indonesia. She is currently pursuing her 
PhD in Accounting at Manchester Business School, 
University of Manchester.

Sinaga and Wahyuni (2014) in ‘The emerging 
accounting profession in Indonesia: Building stronger 
cooperation between Australia and Indonesia’ provide 
an insightful and contemporary explanation about the 
state of, and challenges facing, the accounting 
profession in Indonesia.

Their article reflects the current state of the profession  
in Indonesia and highlights two important developments. 
First, in February 2014, the new era of chartered 
accountants in Indonesia began with the issuance of 
Finance Minister Decree No 25/2014 regarding ‘Registered 
Accountants’. Second, in 2015 Indonesia will need to 
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open its currently protected accounting services market 
as part of the ASEAN Economic Community agreement. 
Australia would be wise not to overlook this current 
development in its largest close neighbour as it opens 
up opportunities for Australian accountants. 

The Sinaga and Wahyuni (2014) article discusses the 
current emerging opportunities in Indonesia for the 
accounting profession and suggests how Australia can 
best engage and participate. Indonesia faces many 
challenges if it is to ensure an adequate number of 
competent, professional accountants. The authors also 
argue that a strong accounting profession in Indonesia 
should be a matter of interest to Australia because 
accounting is an important soft infrastructure to support 
rapid economic growth and without it, an emerging 
country like Indonesia risks its economic development to 
opportunistic or even fraudulent business practices. They 
highlight how many accounting academics in Indonesia 
obtain their masters or doctorate degrees in Australian 
universities, and that this is not reciprocated. If more 
Australian lecturers gained experience of living in 
Indonesia, they would be able to share Indonesian 
business culture with future Australian accountants.

Sinaga and Wahyuni (2014) provide several 
recommendations for building a stronger relationship 
between the accounting professions in Indonesia and 
Australia. Also they highlight that stronger institutional 
cooperation between the two countries would  
provide opportunities for Indonesian accounting 
associations and standard setters to learn from 
Australia’s experience.

ChAllenge 6: How can the Australian accounting 
profession develop new opportunities and expand 
current cooperative relationships to benefit from 
growing markets in Indonesia and more broadly  
in Asia?

Lee White is the CEO of Chartered Accountants Australia 
and New Zealand. In his article ‘Engagement with Asia: 
Challenges and opportunities’ (White, 2014) he 
highlights that the contemporary accounting profession 
faces a wave of complex and difficult challenges that 
require innovative thinking. He indicates that there are 
few who question the importance of Asia to Australia’s 
future prosperity, but also few who have really come to 
grips with what this means. One of his main messages 
is that there is no doubt that in building relationships 
with Asia, we have much more work to do. He identifies 

that business opportunities are growing in Indonesia 
and the professional services markets are opening up 
there and in many other countries in the Asian region.

He argues that there is no doubt that the growth centre 
of the global economy lies in Asia, and Australia and 
New Zealand are in prime positions, geographically 
and economically, to move closer to the core. He states 
that our sustainable future is intimately linked to that 
of our Asian neighbours. As in any neighbourhood, a 
dependable, symbiotic relationship is the key to our 
meaningful co-existence. Australia and New Zealand 
can both provide assistance to, and learn valuable 
lessons from, Asia. 

ChAllenge 7: How can the profession in Australia 
build meaningful mutual recognition arrangements 
with the profession in Asia?

Dr Sharon Winocur is Executive Director of the 
Business/Higher Education Round Table in Australia, the 
mission of which is to pursue policies and collaboration 
initiatives that will advance the goals, and improve 
the performance, of business and tertiary education. 
Winocur (2014), in her article titled ‘The accounting 
profession’s engagement with Asia: Reformation  
and realignment’, provides a summary of the  
Forum activities and captures the discussion of  
the 80 stakeholder participants at the event.

She starts her article by indicating that the topic 
selected for this year’s thought leadership forum could 
not be more fitting for the accounting profession. 
Professor Marie Wilson, Pro Vice Chancellor (Business 
and Law) at the UniSA Business School, opened the 
Forum by noting that while the nation’s leaders in 
business and education are focused on Asia, it is the 
accounting profession as the arbiter of transactions 
and relationships that has the capacity to translate 
between cultures, between enterprises and between 
relationships. The accounting profession can make a 
real, positive and lasting contribution. These insightful 
opening themes of translation foreshadowed much of 
the day’s discussion.

Winocur (2014), in her summary, observes that Australia 
has many strengths and opportunities to share in the 
growth and expansion of the region. If we are going to 
establish the Australasian century, then the task before 
us is formidable but achievable. We must transform 
from a relatively passive Western neighbour to an 
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active regional partner. This requires a national strategic 
repositioning that depends upon support from all of 
the major sectors and stakeholders. The clear message 
from all speakers is that the opportunities are immense, 
but effective and long-term engagement relies 
fundamentally on establishing a cultural understanding 
leading to mutual respect with our Asian neighbours.

ChAllenge 8: How can Australia prepare strategically 
to make a meaningful contribution to professional 
services and higher education in Asia?

PArt d FUtUre CollaBoratioN For  
aUstralia iN asia
Ross Dawson is globally recognised as a leading 
futurist, keynote speaker, entrepreneur and authority 
on business strategy. His article challenges all of us to 
think of ourselves as Asian and he proposes several 
developments in the near and distant future.

Dawson (2014), in ‘Australia’s engagement with Asia: 
The lucky country looks to the future’, considers the 
economy, society and globalisation of many aspects of 
life and work. This broader context provides a framework 
in which to consider how Australia can intersect with 
Asia, now and in the future. Leadership, innovation and 
relationships are all central to developing a future in  
which Australia engages successfully with Asia. 

He identifies two important issues with which the 
Australian accounting profession should engage. First, 
education, as a fundamental nexus between Australia 
and Asia, is more than just about Asian students coming 
to Australia. There are many aspects to the Australia–
Asia education relationship, for example, opportunities 
for education to be undertaken collaboratively, the 
multiple facets of education being something that brings 
us together. To date Australia has viewed education as a 
product to sell to Asia, without understanding the need 
for Australia to educate itself about Asia. Increasingly, 
although slowly, primary and secondary education give 
Australian children skills, capabilities and experiences  
of Asia, preparing them to engage in the future.

Second, leadership. Genuine effective leadership will 
focus on knowledge, which stems from growth in 
services. It will also focus on value: the value of work 
and the value of business, which stem from the 
creativity and innovation discussed earlier. Knowledge  
is at the heart of Australia’s future. Where there is 

mutual knowledge, we know each other better,  
we develop knowledge in each other, and we 
collectively create knowledge together that we could 
not create individually. Knowledge and relationships  
are inextricably entwined and the nature of our 
relationships with Asia needs to be knowledge-based.

Finally, Dawson (2014) suggests that the most 
important issue is that Australians need a mental shift. 
Australians must acknowledge that they live in an Asian 
country. Our population is more and more Asian, and 
increasingly Asia is where we do business. Asian is  
who we are today and who we are becoming.

ChAllenge 9: How can Australia make the shift 
to becoming Asian and work cooperatively and 
collaboratively in creating a sustainable future with  
our neighbours? 

SummAry And ConCluSion
From these nine challenges arise opportunities for all 
parts of the profession working together, each using 
their capabilities and strengths to complement the 
strategies and actions of the others. Addressing these 
challenges and taking these opportunities will be one 
important step towards continuing to build ongoing 
recognition of the value of professional bodies, practice 
and academia in accounting. But in an ever changing 
environment it will be important for future leaders to 
keep aware of potential changes and shifts in the locus 
of power affecting the profession. 

Each of the articles essentially discusses a regional 
development in which the accounting profession in 
Australia is situated. This regional development  
contains microcosms in which potential shocks for  
the profession can be experienced and played out –  
the largest Islamic state, the largest communist state, 
the lesser importance of countries representing the 
roots of accounting as seen through conventional 
Western eyes, such as Europe and America. Engaging 
with these challenges sooner rather than later will 
facilitate a smoother future transition if and when 
India and Pakistan become the profession’s target 
markets, when the dominant business language may 
be something other than English, when non-financial 
concerns need to receive a greater focus of accounting 
attention, and so on. Engaging now with these Asian 
challenges will prepare the profession and maintain  
its vibrancy and resilience.



The AccounTing Profession’s engAgemenT wiTh AsiA22

PoStSCriPt
In concluding our introductory article, we would like 
to focus briefly on the processes associated with our 
project. This is the fifth annual Thought Leadership 
Forum, with participants from a wide range of 
stakeholder groups invited to participate, including 
government, universities and other higher education 
institutions, professional accounting bodies, accounting 
practitioners, the business community, and groups 
representing the interests of the various components  
of the profession. The Forum has been organised jointly 
by Chartered Accountants Australia and New Zealand 
and the University of South Australia. The Forum and 
its associated thought leadership publications reflect 
opinions and dialogue from interested parties in 
developing the accounting profession in the modern 
and changing economic, social and environmental 
milieu. The purpose is to bring key stakeholders 
together to discuss and raise awareness of critical 
issues facing the Australian accounting profession, to 
bring attention to these issues in a manner accessible 
by academics and practitioners alike, and to move 
ideas into action — into the higher education degrees 
completed by future graduate entrants into the 
profession and by engaging leaders and future leaders 
with the critical issues of the day, discussing these 
issues in a concentrated gathering, recording and 
transcribing of views, synthesising these, publishing 
the results in conventional and social media and rolling 
out the findings and recommendations in Australia and 
overseas. The issues chosen for discussion and action 
are not only critical to the accounting profession and  
the business community, but are also essential to 
Australia’s national productivity and prosperity.

An important outcome of the collaboration is the annual 
Academic Leadership Series, which widely disseminates 
the key messages of the Forum. A different topic is 
featured each year. Issues have included the leadership 
and direction of accounting education in Australia, 
bridging the gap between academic research and 
accounting practice, pathways for new entrants into  
the profession and the role of technology, such as  
online learning and the notion of the virtual university,  
in new business education structures. 

Equally important is a responsibility to look to the  
future to ensure the accounting profession is equipped 
to meet the diverse needs of the next generation 
of professional accountants. It is a challenging 
predicament that can only be overcome by fostering 
relationships with stakeholders from all areas of the 
profession, both locally and internationally. 

The editors are indebted to the many people who 
make the Forum and the series possible, especially the 
presenters and authors whose work appears in this 
series. The authors of the articles have been generous 
in their time and attendance at the Forum, as well as 
expressing their insights in the articles in this collection.

The editors are also grateful for the number of 
colleagues who participated in contemporary debates 
about the accounting profession’s engagement with 
Asia and to the Forum participants at ‘The Accounting 
Profession’s Engagement with Asia’, held on Tuesday,  
4 February 2014 at the Bradley Forum, University of 
South Australia, Adelaide.

All articles in this series are the subject of independent 
refereeing and editing. The authors are most grateful  
to Lee White, CEO, Chartered Accountants Australia  
and New Zealand and Professor Marie Wilson,  
Pro-Vice Chancellor, The University of South Australia, 
whose vision and financial commitment made this 
project possible. 

This year many speakers attended from Asia and Europe 
and we are grateful to the following sponsors who aided 
with the associated expenses: CPA Australia, ACCA, 
Deakin University, Flinders University, The University  
of Adelaide and the School of Commerce, UniSA.

Our thanks are due to Fiona Crawford and Sara Haddad 
from the Editorial Collective for their outstanding  
effort in editing and project management to bring this 
volume to fruition. Our thanks also to CAGS for its joint 
financial support, organisational and administrative 
skills, especially Joanne Kassoudakis (CAGS) and  
Sarah Bown (School of Commerce); and for hosting  
the Forum. Finally, we are deeply indebted to Julz 
Stevens, Knowledge Research, for her oversight and 
research support before, during and after the Forum  
and this publication.
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Making the Asian Century the 
Australasian Century for Australia’s 
Accounting Profession
riCharD petty

introduCtion
The recent white paper on Australia in the Asian 
Century is an important document that should 
help focus the minds of Australian businesses 
and governments on the importance of the 
region and on the opportunities that are available 
(Commonwealth of Australia, 2012). 

The Asian Century will not necessarily be the 
Australasian Century, however. For Australia to do well, 
it will need to capitalise on the rise of Asian economies, 
not just in terms of selling commodities and educational 
services, but also in terms of selling other high-value 
goods and services and becoming an important part of 
the managerial, communication and financial fabric of 
the region. This will require not only closer linkages with 
the rest of the Asia–Pacific region, but also the ability 
to outcompete Asian countries and companies, as well 
as other countries and companies for a portion of the 
regional business.

At present it is not clear that Australia is competing in 
the right areas or that it is using the right benchmarks 
in assessing its performance. Worth noting is that in 
individual products, Australia’s top exports to China, 
Japan and South Korea have been iron ore and coal. 
Its top exports to India are coal and gold. On the 
other hand, Australia’s leading imports from China 
are telecommunications equipment and parts, and 
computers. From Japan and Korea it is passenger 
motor vehicles and refined petroleum. And from India 

it is pearls and gems, and jewellery. The picture that 
emerges is of an Australia that imports manufactured 
and refined goods from Asia and exports resources. 

To prosper in the Asian Century, Australia will need to 
be linked to the markets of the Asia–Pacific region in 
broader terms than presently is the case. It also will 
need to be more competitive than other economies in 
the Asia–Pacific region. There is a tendency for Australia 
to be viewed as a more advanced economy than the 
other Asia–Pacific nations. If that is the case, then 
Australia presumably should be able to sell high-value 
added goods and services into those markets and it 
should be regarded as a leading knowledge economy. 

This is why Australia’s professional services are so 
important. For Australia to realise its potential and play 
the role that it aspires to play in Asia it must compete in 
the knowledge economy (Petty and Guthrie, 2000). This 
means having a strong professional services industry 
and, in particular, a strong accounting profession. 

ComPetitiveneSS And ProfeSSionAl 
ServiCeS in AuStrAliA
The resources industry may attract more than its fair 
share of the headlines, but Australia’s economy is 
fundamentally a service economy. Within the services 
sector, professional services are particularly important. 
In 2012, professional services were estimated to account 
for A$182.4 billion in value added or roughly 14.1% of 
Australia’s GDP. Industrial value added in professional 
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1. in this report, professional services are taken to include: financial services; insurance services; Accounting; Architectural, engineering and Technical services; 
Business management services; and Legal services.

services had grown by 68% in the previous decade.  
In the same year, professional services were estimated 
to account for 933,200 jobs in Australia (PSIT, 2012).1 

International research has shown that a strong 
professional services sector can be an important 
contributor to advanced economies in their own right  
as well as a key driver of competitiveness in other 
sectors by increasing skills levels (UK Treasury, 2009).

In Australia, the Professional Services Industry Taskforce 
(PSIT) released an Industry Action Plan for professional 
services in NSW in an attempt to improve the global 
competitiveness of the sector (PSIT, 2012). Australia is 
known for having high-quality professional services that 
are key earners in their own right as well as important 
sources of support for the rest of the economy. 
However, the competitiveness of Australia as a location 
for professional service industries has been questioned. 
Australia was reported to have a less favourable legal 
and regulatory system for business than Singapore and 
Hong Kong; higher corporate tax rates than Singapore, 
Hong Kong and the UK; but better finance skills than 
Hong Kong, Singapore and the UK. Hong Kong and 
Singapore were seen as having advantages in terms 
of their proximity to Asian markets as centres for 
professional services (PSIT, 2012). In 2012 KPMG found 
that Australia was the second highest cost location for  
a professional services business (only Japan had a 
higher cost), with labour costs being significantly  
higher than in most other economies (KPMG, 2012).

The results of a competitiveness survey undertaken by 
Professor Michael Enright and the author and supported 
by CPA Australia (Enright and Petty, 2013) show a more 
detailed picture of the competitiveness of professional 
services in Australia. The survey focused on 76 drivers 
of competitiveness and for each of 32 industries it 
obtained from respondents a rating of the importance 
of each of the 76 drivers to the competitiveness of their 
industry globally and an assessment of the performance 
of their industry against other relevant competitors and 
comparators for the same 76 drivers. Respondents were 
then asked about the overall competitiveness of their 
industry and about their own organisations. A total  
of 5,947 responses were received across the entire 
project. For the professional services industry, a total 
of 641 usable responses were received allowing an 
analysis of information down to the four-digit level 

of ANZSIC (Australian and New Zealand Standard 
Industrial Classification) industry classification for 
professional services. 

The research compares accounting services with other 
professional services, and it enables Australia to start 
benchmarking the importance and performance of the 
key drivers of competitiveness in professional services 
against other relevant economies, particularly in Asia. 
Such benchmarking and an accompanying gap analysis 
are vital to ensuring that the accounting profession 
remains a relevant force beyond Australian borders.

Examining the relevant data from the survey, in Table 1 
we see that the majority of respondents in all of the 
professional service sectors examined except banking 
were employed in Australian-headquartered 
organisations. In all but the banking and scientific 
research sectors, the focus on the organisations of 
respondents was on the Australian market. In the two 
exceptional sectors over half of the respondents worked 
for organisations that have a focus on both domestic and 
international markets. In all the sectors except accounting 
and legal services the majority of respondents worked  
for organisations that are subject to international 
competition. In terms of overall sector competitiveness, 
on a scale of 1 to 7, the average responses ranged from 
4.03 for management advice and related services, 
indicating the Australian sector is on par with competitor 
and comparator economies, to 4.61 in banking, indicating 
a significant advantage in competitiveness over  
relevant competitors. Respondents indicated that the 
management advice and architectural services sectors 
had very slightly declined in competitiveness, while the 
Australian banking sector’s performance had improved 
significantly and that of the other sectors slightly. Overall, 
the responses suggest a healthy and competitive 
Australian professional service sector.

Table 2 shows the main competitors/comparators 
reported by respondents in the different sectors. The 
US and the UK were 1 and 2 or 2 and 1 in all but the 
scientific research sector. Hong Kong, New Zealand, 
China, Singapore and India also feature prominently. 
Ironically, the small and medium-sized OECD economies 
to which Australia is usually compared are, with the 
exception of New Zealand and Canada, largely absent, 
while several countries from the Asia–Pacific appear  
on the lists indicating that other Asia–Pacific countries 
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are indeed close competitors or comparators in a range 
of professional service sectors.

Enright and Petty (2013) report that respondents from 
the accounting sector indicated that Australia’s overall 
competitiveness is strong when taken against competitor 
or comparator economies (mean overall competitiveness 
response at 4.42, well above the 4 which is neutral) and 
has become stronger since the onset of the global 

financial crisis (4.37 compared to a neutral 4). The US 
and the UK appear as 1–2 as competitor/comparator 
economies, probably because these nations tend to set 
the trends in most professional services. China, Hong 
Kong, Singapore, India and New Zealand, on the other 
hand, are more likely to be direct competitors for 
activities related to the Australian or Asian markets  
(such as outsourcing potential for India, for example). 

TABLE 1: reSPondent Profile And overAll ComPetitiveneSS for AuStrAliAn ProfeSSionAl ServiCe SeCtorS
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aUstralia hQ

Yes 50% 69% 64% 74% 79% 93% 73% 65% 100%

No 50% 31% 36% 26% 21% 7% 27% 35% 0%

maiN market

Domestic market (75% or more) 40% 67% 82% 67% 53% 82% 64% 36% 82%

International market (75% or more) 10% 8% 2% 4% 11% 0% 3% 5% 0%

Domestic and international markets 50% 25% 16% 29% 36% 18% 33% 59% 18%

sUBJeCt to iNterNatioNal CompetitioN

Yes 89% 71% 45% 50% 76% 45% 78% 86% 55%

No 11% 29% 55% 50% 24% 55% 22% 14% 45%

oVerall CompetitiVeNess

Compared with main competitor/ 
benchmark countries  4.61  4.32  4.42  4.25  4.03  4.29  4.27  4.25  4.27 

Compared with at the beginning  
of the global financial crisis  4.97  4.51  4.37  4.24  3.92  4.57  4.30  4.50  3.91 

SoURcE: enright and Petty (2013). 
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TABLE 2: leAding ComPetitorS / ComPArAtorS for AuStrAliAn ProfeSSionAl ServiCe SeCtorS
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1 US US US US US UK US US US

2 UK UK UK UK UK US UK Germany UK

3 Hong Kong Hong Kong China Germany China New 
Zealand

Germany UK New  
Zealand

4 Singapore Singapore Hong Kong China Singapore China China China China

5 China China Singapore Hong Kong New 
Zealand

Hong Kong India Japan Japan 

6 Japan New 
Zealand

India Singapore India India Singapore Belgium Sweden

7 New Zealand Canada New 
Zealand

India Canada Japan Japan Sweden India

8 Germany Japan Malaysia Canada Hong Kong Canada Israel Canada Singapore 

9 Canada France Canada Japan Germany Germany Hong Kong Argentina Switzerland

10 Switzerland Germany Japan France France Korea Canada Austria

10     Malaysia Sweden Finland   

10     France   

SoURcE: enright and Petty (2013). note: There may be ties that are not illustrated in the table.

the imPortAnCe of ComPetitiveneSS 
driverS – ProfeSSionAl ServiCe SeCtorS 
The Enright and Petty (2013) survey obtained data  
on the importance of competitiveness drivers across  
76 individual drivers of competitiveness. These, in 
addition to the results by sector, are listed in Appendix A, 
Table A1.

The means of the responses for Importance in the various 
competitiveness drivers are also shown in Appendix A, 
Table A1. The vast majority of the drivers are shown to  
be above neutral (4) in terms of importance, with most 
cells registering average responses above 5. 

Therefore, in examining Table A1, the most important 
drivers for the accounting sector are IT and internet 
infrastructure, Access to appropriate staff skills, Staff 
costs, Communication infrastructure, Regulatory 
and legal framework, Tax regime (overall), Quality of 
education and training institutions, Other employment 
costs, Corporate tax rate, Level of technology employed, 
Personal income tax rate, Access to business relevant 
information, Payroll taxes, Other taxes and charges, 
Government freedom from corruption, Size of local 
market demand, and Political stability, each of which 
received an average rating in excess of 5.5 on a scale  
of 1 to 7. 
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Therefore, the most important drivers for the accounting 
sector reflect the need for advanced infrastructure, 
a capable and cost-effective workforce, incentive 
structures that are attractive to companies and  
trained individuals, and a strong institutional system.

AuStrAliA’S PerformAnCe in ComPetitiveneSS 
driverS – ProfeSSionAl ServiCe SeCtorS 
Having assessed the importance of the various 
competitiveness drivers, the Enright and Petty (2013) 
survey obtained data on performance across 76 
individual drivers. 

The means of the responses for Performance in the 
various competitiveness drivers are shown in Appendix 
B, Table B1. The vast majority of cells show slight 
advantages for Australia versus competitors and 
comparators (average ratings above 4 and below 5). 
A significant minority registered as strong advantages 
(average response above 5) particularly for the banking, 
financial asset investing and accounting sectors. Several 
registered as disadvantages (mean response below 4) 
for several sectors; with Personal income tax rate and 
Other taxes and charges registering as a disadvantage 
in all nine sectors; Payroll taxes in eight sectors; Carbon 
tax / emission trading scheme in six; Industrial relations 
/ workplace relations / labour laws in five; Tax regime 
and Corporate tax rate in four; and Staff costs, Other 
employment costs, Property or land related costs, and 
Other costs in three.

The best-performing drivers for the Australian 
accounting sector were Quality of life, Social stability, 
Quality of education and training institutions, Regulatory 
and legal framework, Strength of the local banking 
system, Macroeconomic stability, Government freedom 
from corruption, Environmental consciousness, Access 
to business relevant information, Quality of research 
institutions and organisations, Overall local economic 
conditions, and Access to local managerial skills, all of 
which registered average ratings above 5. Therefore, 
these are drivers that should be leveraged, extended, 
leveraged, promoted and marketed for the sector to 
build on advantage.

The worst-performing drivers for the Australian 
accounting sector were Personal income tax rate, 
Other taxes and charges, and Payroll taxes, all of which 

registered as disadvantages. Note that the accounting 
sector had fewer drivers rated as disadvantages than 
any of the other professional service sectors for Australia 
that were investigated. These are matters that Australia 
should seek to improve in the future, particularly against 
the relevant competitors in the sector.

Respondents indicated that the remaining drivers 
were on average slight advantages for Australia. While 
advantage is better than disadvantage, there is room 
for improvement here as well, particularly around cost, 
capabilities and tax.

Understanding which drivers are currently important  
to industry-level competitiveness and which drivers  
the Australian accounting sector currently performs  
well (and poorly) in identifies where the focus should 
be on improving Australia’s competitiveness in the 
accounting sector (and indeed in all other industries 
if the project as a whole is considered). At the same 
time, it is helpful to take a view on how things might 
change into the future and how those changes might 
also change what it is that should be done to make 
Australia’s accounting profession more competitive 
overall, and more competitive in the context of Asia. 
This is why it is important to consider future trends  
and issues. 

future trendS And iSSueS
Looking beyond Australia’s position with regard to the 
competitiveness drivers listed above, in the future there 
will be several trends and issues that the accounting 
profession and the whole Australian economy will 
have to deal with politically, economically, socially and 
technologically. These issues will need to be understood 
and managed if Australia is to keep pace with its Asian 
counterparts in developing a knowledge economy. 

Politically and geopolitically, demographic forces are 
placing pressure on Western countries as they age and 
populations in other countries continue to grow. Shifting 
geopolitical balances mean an uncertain future as the 
rise of Asia and the relative decline of the West change 
the standards of domestic and international business 
conduct and regulation and the way that commerce 
works. The role that Australia can and will play in this 
mix is uncertain. Australia could be a link or East–
West go-between, or it could be bypassed by both. 
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Demographic changes may lead to a breakdown of the 
traditional social contract within Australia as there is a 
significant reduction in welfare, retirement benefits and 
education, making government weaker. Global power 
shifts may result in less emphasis on Western-style 
rule-based systems, which may be replaced by political 
power in international forums of all sorts. This could 
lead to a fragmentation of global organisations and 
global standards, with bilateral alliances and marriages 
of convenience replacing global solutions. A loss of 
relevance on the part of Australia may influence the 
views of people outside Australia, on the relevance of 
the Australian accounting professions.

In economic terms, we are seeing a shift of power 
from West to East and from developed to emerging 
nations. Also, this economic power is bringing political 
power. Australia’s economic linkages are at a crucial 
stage with Asia’s growth. The recent Western model of 
borrow, spend, tax and fund a welfare state is breaking 
down and we are not sure what the outcomes will be. 
These economic shifts mean that linking more closely 
to growing Asian markets is critical for Australia. The 
knowledge economy will require a major adjustment 
of company strategies, government policies and 
outlooks of leading business people if Australia is going 
to prosper in the future. Professional imperatives will 
change from accounting and planning for things that 
are relatively easy such as resources, debt, capital and 
hardware, to things that are more difficult to account 
and plan for such as intellectual property, knowledge, 
creativity and innovation, and management imperatives 
will change in a similar way.

Socially, there will be demographic changes on a 
national and global scale, with ageing populations in 
the West, Japan and China, and increasing interaction 
with East Asia influencing society, and a new ethnic 
mix in Australia changing its society. The rise of too 
much market and too little government and the growing 
rich–poor gap will create tensions and challenges with 
Australia and globally (Stiglitz, 2013). In the process, 
traditional relationships between government and 
people, family members, employer and employees, 
individual in social groups, and social groups within  
and across nations will change.

Advances in electronics and information technology  
will continue to change the world. Anything that can  
be delivered electronically will be. Cloud computing 

and other advances will change the way people interact 
with the technology and with each other. As a result of 
technological change, the nature of work might change 
as well as the location of workers. Protecting intellectual 
property might be difficult or impossible in a world 
in which everyone knows (or can know) everything 
instantly. It is an open question whether technological 
advances will allow us to overcome resource constraints 
or just increase the demand for resources exacerbating 
resource constraints.

ChaNges iN the eCosystem
All of these trends will create new challenges for 
governments, business and society. They provide some 
of the context within which the accounting profession 
will operate, both inside and outside Australia. The 
development of the accounting profession will be linked 
to that of the development of different members of 
its ecosystem, including members of the profession, 
employers, universities and government. 

With respect to the Australian accounting profession, 
its members will be different in a decade and beyond 
from who they are in 2014. There will be more women, 
more members of ethnic minorities, more tech-savvy 
members, more with non-traditional paths into the 
profession (Guthrie et al., 2012), fewer with native 
English communication skills, more seeking specialised 
qualifications and more entering senior management 
positions. The employment interaction will become 
more transactional and less relationship-driven with 
employers wanting job-ready candidates and flexibility, 
and employees being less loyal. As a result, connections 
to the accounting profession could be stronger than to 
individual employers. 

With respect to universities, there will be a substantial 
increase in online education to the extent that traditional 
modes of delivery will come under pressure (Guthrie et 
al., 2013). Internationalisation of curricula will be another 
trend given the globalisation of careers. However, 
universities are conservative and likely to remain 
qualification-based and slow to respond. This will open 
the door to alternative providers (Burritt et al., 2010). 
Online options may reduce supply constraints that could 
serve to limit enrolment in accounting programs at 
present. Universities (or private substitute provides) may 
become aggregators of content rather than providers  
in the traditional sense.
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With respect to government, in the post-global financial 
crisis context, governments are under more pressure 
to regulate business and the financial sector. At the 
same time, governments and regulators have shown 
themselves no more capable of regulation in the present 
than in the past. One result will be greater emphasis 
on accountants and auditors taking responsibility for 
economic difficulties, while another will be greater 
uncertainty in the regulatory and legal process.

In summary, the trends and changes in the 
ecosystem will make a focus on improving Australia’s 
competitiveness even more important than the current 
state of affairs would indicate. Also, they heighten the 
roles that the accounting profession in general can 
play in improving the competitiveness of the Australian 
accounting sector, improving Australia’s engagement 
with Asia, and advancing Australia’s economy as a whole.

the role of the ACCounting ProfeSSion in 
SuPPorting ComPetitiveneSS in AuStrAliA
It is likely that the accounting profession in Australia will 
continue to grow in size and influence in Australia. This 
will continue a long-established trend, and is supported 
by the number of accounting and accounting-related 
degrees that are presently offered in Australia, the 
number of students in those programs, and the recently 
expanded opportunity for university graduates with a 
non-accounting background to take conversion courses 
or to undertake CPA Australia’s Pathways Program in 
order to qualify as a member of that professional body. 

Thus the profession will continue to expand and support 
Australia’s competitiveness. One way of doing so will be 
to continue to perform its traditional roles of monitoring, 
auditing, reporting, evaluating and communicating 
corporate and organisational performance. High 
standards and high levels of professionalism in these 
areas underpin confidence in Australia’s financial 
system, allow its capital markets to function, and ensure 
that governance of the economy as well as individual 
businesses are on a firm basis. This will continue to be 
an important contribution of the profession to Australia’s 
competitiveness. 

There will also be increased demand for new ways 
of measuring and reporting non-financial measures, 
organisational sustainability, environmental 
performance, and others. The accounting profession  
will play a key role in moving all these areas forward. 

Australia is focusing on its role in what is being  
called the Asian century. As perhaps Australia’s most 
international profession, with CPA Australia having  
tens of thousands of members in Asia, and Chartered 
Accountants Australia and New Zealand also having  
an important presence in Asia, Australia’s accounting 
profession is uniquely situated to provide insights  
for Australian organisations into how to operate and 
succeed in Asia. 

Also, it is likely that members of Australia’s professional 
accounting bodies will deepen the profession’s ties to 
Asia and to the rest of the world through new member 
growth, by way of mutual recognition agreements with 
other professional accounting bodies, and through  
other agreements and cooperative arrangements 
entered into with institutions, government agencies 
and companies that are based outside Australia. The 
unique knowledge base that the Australian accounting 
profession has developed in the process could be 
invaluable to other Australian organisations, as well  
as Australian companies that wish to do business  
in Asia.

While these contributions and potential contributions 
are considerable, there is more that the profession and 
its members can do in order to improve Australia’s 
competitiveness. Members of Australia’s accounting 
profession are uniquely situated throughout the economy. 
They see the way commerce really works. Given the 
unique positions of members of the profession, they have 
unique insights into the measures that can be taken in 
order to remove bottlenecks, improve efficiency and 
enhance productivity, not just in their organisations, 
but also in the economy as a whole. Members of the 
profession are also uniquely situated to spot important 
trends, provide early warnings for potential crises and 
develop new solutions to new problems. The trouble 
is that the insights of members of the profession are 
diffuse and are difficult to aggregate, interpret and learn 
from. This is where professional bodies through their 
ongoing contact with members can perform a major 
role by surfacing the issues that their members see 
before others see them.

In many ways, the traditional roles for the accounting 
profession include those of truth teller, fact checker, 
trend spotter, early warner and vision taker, operating  
for individual organisations and their stakeholders. 
For the accounting profession overall, there is a far 
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bigger role in performing similar functions, not just for 
an individual organisation, but also for the Australian 
economy as a whole. 

However, there is more that the profession can do to 
support improvements in Australia’s competitiveness. 
This comes from the fact that members of the 
profession demonstrate capabilities that go far beyond 
the boundaries of what is considered to be ‘traditional 
financial accounting’. Members are trained to have 
an in-depth understanding of the issues facing large, 
complex organisations in an increasingly competitive 
global marketplace. They are immersed in the prevailing 
business, economic and financial issues of the day. 
Many have already reached positions of leadership in 
the business world and other fields. 

This means that for their own organisations, these 
leaders are not truth takers, but truth makers. They are 
not fact checkers, but fact generators. They are not trend 
spotters, but trend setters. They are not early warners, 
they are early movers. They are not vision takers, they  
are vision makers. They are well-situated, not only to 
engage in the discussions and debates of the day,  
but also to participate in the development of solutions  
and the implementation of those solutions within their 
own organisations. However, in most cases, their 
day jobs leave them without the analytical support 
or fact base to engage in the national debates in an 
effective manner. Again, when it comes to Australia’s 
competitiveness, the leading accounting bodies are 
uniquely positioned to work with such leaders to raise 
the issues, provide the facts, pull together insights, 
engage in the discussions and move the accounting 
profession as a whole to the position of truth makers, 
fact generators, trend setters, early movers and vision 
makers, not just within individual organisations, but  
for the nation as a whole.

ConCluSion
Compared with most other Australian organisations, 
the accounting profession has already taken a strong 
lead in terms of Asian engagement. CPA Australia has 
been in Asia for 60 years and presently has offices and 
thousands of members in each of China, Hong Kong, 
Singapore, Malaysia and Vietnam, as well as significant 
numbers of members in other countries throughout 
Asia. Chartered Accountants Australia and New Zealand 
also has significant numbers of members in Asia and 
has been active in the region for many years. 

It would not seem that any other Australian industry 
or organisation can claim ties that are as deep and as 
significant across Asia as can the accounting profession, 
particularly over such an extended period of time. 

What this means is that the accounting profession is 
already leading Australia and representing Australia’s 
interests in Asia and has been doing so for decades. 
This legacy is one that must be built upon to ensure that 
for the accounting profession (and beyond) the Asian 
Century becomes the Australasian Century. This will 
happen only if the accounting profession understands 
its competitive advantages and disadvantages, and 
benchmarks itself against Asia, in an ongoing effort to 
evolve and improve, and to meet the needs of those 
who rely upon the profession for standard-setting, 
education and training, guidance, advice, and leadership 
across a great many areas. 
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APPendiX A
TABLE A1:  imPortAnCe of ComPetitiveneSS driverS for ProfeSSionAl ServiCe SeCtorS 
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1 Level of technology employed 5.97 5.63 5.65 5.74 5.56 5.93 5.85 5.84 5.90

2 Quality of strategies used by 
firms from the country 5.49 5.06 5.11 4.92 5.16 5.18 5.12 5.05 5.20

3 Knowledge of Asian markets 5.66 5.09 4.91 4.84 5.08 5.10 4.79 5.10 5.00

4 Capabilities of companies  
from the country 5.64 5.45 5.31 5.20 5.32 5.46 5.45 5.20 5.20

5 Tough local competition 5.44 5.02 5.10 4.86 4.98 5.19 4.88 4.60 5.00

6 Cooperation among local firms 4.95 4.65 4.96 4.88 4.80 5.12 4.97 4.70 4.80

7
Presence of leading 
companies that drive industry 
competitiveness

5.74 5.28 5.07 4.81 5.11 5.46 5.27 4.74 5.00

8 Industry associations or 
organisations 5.20 5.08 5.25 5.03 4.97 5.43 5.36 4.72 5.10

9 Sector targeting and 
government support policies 5.58 4.98 5.10 5.24 5.03 5.43 5.47 5.16 5.20

10 Government incentives for  
your industry 5.41 4.79 4.96 5.49 5.00 5.26 5.58 5.60 5.78

11 Geographic location 5.22 4.88 5.00 4.71 4.95 5.53 4.67 4.35 3.70

12 Transportation infrastructure 4.42 4.15 4.41 4.66 4.27 3.97 4.61 4.10 3.67

13 Communication infrastructure 6.14 6.15 5.83 5.85 5.89 6.19 5.61 5.85 5.80

14 IT and Internet infrastructure 6.21 6.18 6.06 5.89 5.80 6.28 5.73 5.80 6.00

15 Other infrastructure 5.18 4.75 4.81 5.05 4.51 5.13 4.97 5.47 4.56

16 Access to appropriate  
staff skills 6.00 5.97 5.93 5.92 5.95 6.47 6.12 6.05 5.70

17 Access to local managerial skills 5.68 5.53 5.49 5.31 5.55 6.16 5.79 5.33 4.80

18
Access to staff that can 
communicate in more than  
one language

5.48 4.66 4.86 4.71 5.08 5.30 4.97 4.94 4.70

19 Scientific and technical skills 5.01 4.76 5.23 5.71 5.32 5.70 6.15 6.21 5.20

20 Strength of the local banking 
system 6.19 6.17 5.41 4.63 4.95 5.38 4.33 4.55 4.60

21 Access to debt finance 5.83 5.31 4.97 4.34 4.57 4.88 4.23 4.42 4.30

22 Cost of debt finance 6.05 5.35 4.95 4.39 4.90 5.03 4.58 4.53 4.20

1 = very unimportant 
4 = neutral 
7 = very important
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23 Availability of equity capital 5.79 5.63 4.87 4.60 4.82 5.13 4.88 5.00 4.70

24 Availability of venture capital 5.37 5.12 4.65 4.66 4.52 4.69 4.91 5.21 4.80

25 Access to business relevant 
information 5.92 5.83 5.58 5.37 5.76 6.13 5.64 5.33 5.20

26 Access to input goods and 
services 5.16 5.07 4.98 5.11 4.84 5.43 5.00 5.17 4.00

27 Access to capital equipment 5.21 4.52 4.79 4.97 4.31 5.33 5.18 5.67 4.80

28 Staff costs 5.83 5.78 5.87 5.69 5.79 6.03 5.73 5.79 5.33

29 Other employment costs 5.70 5.43 5.72 5.60 5.63 5.93 5.64 5.60 5.11

30 Property or land-related costs 5.24 4.90 5.06 5.21 4.76 5.47 4.85 4.39 4.78

31 Other costs 5.17 5.04 4.97 4.90 4.83 5.38 4.86 4.56 4.14

32 Size of local market demand 5.73 5.74 5.52 5.56 5.50 5.73 5.58 5.25 5.80

33 Sophistication of local demand 5.50 5.66 5.30 5.45 5.45 5.63 5.06 5.45 5.90

34 Future local market potential 5.77 5.75 5.43 5.67 5.65 5.83 5.73 5.30 6.10

35 Support from related industries 5.35 4.88 4.91 4.81 5.02 5.34 5.28 5.26 5.30

36 Clustering of firms in your 
industry 5.03 4.64 4.65 4.35 4.56 4.72 4.64 4.80 4.00

37 Overall local economic 
conditions 6.05 5.86 5.44 5.45 5.61 5.75 5.61 5.37 5.70

38 Macroeconomic stability 5.90 5.62 5.49 5.59 5.69 5.64 5.72 5.58 5.30

39 Interest rates 6.04 5.75 5.09 5.18 5.46 5.82 5.06 5.00 4.90

40 Exchange rates 5.99 5.46 5.04 5.21 5.66 5.46 5.52 5.55 5.80

41 Inflation rates 5.90 5.83 5.30 5.57 5.53 5.71 5.45 4.95 5.20

42 Government freedom from 
corruption 6.12 5.85 5.57 5.77 5.85 5.93 6.00 6.05 5.80

43 Transparency of government 5.99 5.82 5.44 5.63 5.68 5.79 5.91 6.00 5.90

44 Carbon tax/emission trading 
scheme 5.00 4.40 4.31 4.68 4.64 4.57 4.03 4.50 4.40

45 Overall government policy 6.02 5.74 5.47 5.46 5.57 5.57 5.66 5.45 4.80

46 Strength of government 
finances 6.08 5.65 5.24 5.56 5.63 5.96 5.72 5.68 5.10

47 Competition policy 5.78 5.15 5.27 5.24 5.28 5.75 5.48 5.21 5.50

48 Planning laws 4.99 4.55 4.65 4.69 4.68 5.62 4.88 4.70 6.20

1 = very unimportant 
4 = neutral 
7 = very important
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49 Policies to encourage  
research and development 4.90 4.39 4.66 5.38 5.16 5.32 5.67 5.80 5.10

50 Environmental policies 5.00 4.47 4.58 5.30 4.88 5.19 5.15 5.40 5.70

51 Foreign trade and tariff policy 5.32 4.59 4.62 4.67 5.12 4.96 5.27 5.05 4.30

52 Foreign investment policy 5.72 5.13 4.71 4.44 4.91 5.04 4.94 5.15 4.70

53 Industrial relations/workplace 
relations/labour laws 5.49 4.91 5.40 5.35 5.54 5.96 5.45 5.22 5.10

54 Science and technology policy 4.86 4.06 4.56 5.08 4.97 5.52 5.55 5.55 4.80

55 Tax regime (overall) 5.80 5.85 5.78 5.56 5.56 6.00 5.30 5.11 5.30

56 Corporate tax rate 5.84 5.57 5.72 5.38 5.57 5.93 5.30 5.00 5.30

57 Personal income tax rate 5.58 5.83 5.59 5.43 5.35 5.89 5.28 5.16 4.70

58 Payroll taxes 5.51 5.50 5.58 5.27 5.39 5.89 5.31 5.21 5.50

59 Other taxes and charges 5.54 5.43 5.58 5.55 5.42 5.82 5.44 5.30 5.70

60 Regulatory and legal framework 6.16 5.91 5.81 5.86 5.97 6.18 5.97 5.95 6.10

61 Community institutions 5.05 4.37 4.35 4.70 4.70 4.73 4.41 4.83 3.90

62 Quality of education and 
training institutions 5.96 5.62 5.76 5.86 5.79 6.41 6.21 5.65 5.90

63 Quality of research  
institutions and organisations 5.59 5.37 5.19 5.60 5.44 5.89 6.27 5.85 5.40

64 Social stability 5.89 5.54 5.34 5.59 5.54 5.74 5.33 5.60 5.70

65 Quality of life 5.80 5.62 5.36 5.65 5.54 5.92 5.59 5.75 6.10

66 Environmental consciousness 5.06 4.35 4.58 5.32 4.97 5.15 5.15 5.35 5.70

67 Attitudes of community  
toward business 5.67 5.22 5.33 5.38 5.27 5.81 5.09 5.50 5.00

68 Attitudes of community  
toward entrepreneurship 5.57 5.13 5.16 5.17 5.10 5.48 5.09 5.70 4.80

69 Attitudes of community  
toward innovation 5.61 5.02 5.10 5.46 5.35 5.54 5.48 5.89 5.90

70 Political stability 6.01 5.91 5.51 5.75 5.74 5.71 5.52 5.60 5.80

71 Foreign government support  
for foreign companies 5.30 4.67 4.53 4.49 4.79 4.42 4.75 4.95 5.00

72 Access to the China market 5.71 5.02 4.83 4.57 4.95 4.97 4.70 4.80 5.10

73 Access to other Asia–Pacific 
markets 5.59 5.04 4.83 4.78 4.98 5.03 4.85 4.84 4.80

1 = very unimportant 
4 = neutral 
7 = very important
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74 Presence of international 
companies in the country 5.55 4.81 4.96 4.47 4.94 4.93 4.94 5.25 4.30

75 Strategies of international 
companies 5.61 4.94 4.84 4.72 5.25 4.79 5.03 4.79 4.20

76 Activities of multilateral 
agencies 5.34 4.48 4.20 4.35 4.69 4.24 4.71 4.79 3.60

SoURcE: enright and Petty (2013). 

APPendiX b
TABLE B1: AuStrAliA’S PerformAnCe in ComPetitiveneSS driverS for ProfeSSionAl ServiCe SeCtorS 
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1 Level of technology employed 4.87 4.92 4.99 4.83 4.67 4.90 4.50 5.10 4.90

2 The quality of strategies used 
by firms from the country 4.82 4.82 4.72 4.54 4.38 4.50 4.41 4.56 4.60

3 Knowledge of Asian markets 4.64 4.82 4.50 4.66 4.56 5.10 4.77 4.75 4.00

4 Capabilities of companies  
from the country 4.89 4.86 4.94 4.70 4.32 4.71 4.44 4.65 4.60

5 Tough local competition 4.85 4.89 4.62 4.55 4.40 4.50 4.25 4.45 4.00

6 Cooperation among local firms 4.73 4.90 4.45 4.29 4.22 4.30 4.19 4.50 4.40

7
Presence of leading  
companies that drive  
industry competitiveness

4.69 4.73 4.64 4.43 4.56 4.61 4.52 4.65 4.50

8 Industry associations or 
organisations 4.76 4.65 4.90 4.63 4.59 4.46 4.31 4.45 4.80

1 = much worse than competitors/comparators 
4 = neutral 
7 = much better than competitors/comparators

1 = very unimportant 
4 = neutral 
7 = very important
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9 Sector targeting and 
government support policies 4.36 4.45 4.44 4.43 3.98 4.11 4.17 4.05 4.11

10 Government incentives for 
your industry 4.17 4.25 4.15 4.36 3.77 3.92 3.72 3.85 3.00

11 Geographic location 4.41 4.80 4.64 4.56 4.15 4.77 4.88 4.32 4.40

12 Transportation infrastructure 4.40 4.55 4.37 4.42 4.18 4.37 4.31 4.53 4.44

13 Communication infrastructure 4.82 5.02 4.87 4.86 4.58 4.81 4.41 4.53 4.50

14 IT and Internet infrastructure 4.75 4.96 4.87 4.80 4.53 4.87 4.16 4.22 4.40

15 Other infrastructure 4.61 4.89 4.53 4.47 4.17 4.67 4.13 4.28 4.78

16 Access to appropriate  
staff skills 5.01 5.31 4.97 5.00 4.53 4.58 4.38 4.47 4.90

17 Access to local managerial 
skills 5.01 5.06 5.01 5.05 4.47 4.74 4.75 4.74 4.90

18
Access to staff that can 
communicate in more than 
one language

4.50 4.31 4.29 4.52 3.98 4.86 4.19 4.25 4.11

19 Scientific and technical skills 4.85 5.00 4.95 5.03 4.49 5.00 4.75 4.58 4.90

20 Strength of the local banking 
system 5.55 6.00 5.18 5.02 5.05 5.35 4.69 5.00 5.50

21 Access to debt finance 5.01 5.25 4.72 4.84 4.48 4.80 4.35 4.83 4.80

22 Cost of debt finance 4.58 4.28 4.38 4.56 4.17 4.61 4.06 4.58 4.00

23 Availability of equity capital 4.66 4.81 4.57 4.56 4.47 4.68 4.14 4.74 4.00

24 Availability of venture capital 4.57 4.54 4.32 4.35 4.17 4.37 4.03 4.68 3.80

25 Access to business relevant 
information 5.08 5.37 5.07 4.70 4.85 4.90 4.28 4.53 4.90

26 Access to input goods  
and services 4.79 4.90 4.63 4.73 4.48 4.59 4.23 4.84 4.80

27 Access to capital equipment 4.83 4.70 4.75 4.59 4.26 4.62 4.39 4.63 4.40

28 Staff costs 4.31 4.42 4.24 3.83 3.77 4.37 4.07 4.05 3.10

29 Other employment costs 4.29 4.24 4.14 3.94 3.69 4.23 4.25 4.10 3.10

30 Property or land-related costs 4.35 4.40 4.09 4.13 3.89 4.24 4.09 3.95 3.20

1 = much worse than competitors/comparators 
4 = neutral 
7 = much better than competitors/comparators
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31 Other costs 4.47 4.46 4.19 4.08 3.93 4.28 4.14 3.85 3.75

32 Size of local market demand 4.50 4.81 4.40 4.20 4.08 4.67 4.32 4.50 3.44

33 Sophistication of local demand 4.70 4.96 4.80 4.35 4.44 4.69 4.30 4.37 4.89

34 Future local market potential 4.57 4.92 4.52 4.29 4.28 4.73 4.16 4.11 3.44

35 Support from related industries 4.65 4.94 4.57 4.42 4.02 4.75 4.44 4.30 4.56

36 Clustering of firms in your 
industry 4.56 4.38 4.50 4.16 4.00 4.93 4.44 3.80 4.22

37 Overall local economic 
conditions 5.25 5.06 5.03 4.90 4.67 5.32 4.72 4.60 4.70

38 Macroeconomic stability 5.34 5.28 5.10 5.02 4.84 5.14 4.65 4.50 4.70

39 Interest rates 4.67 4.46 4.29 4.42 4.00 4.32 3.94 4.50 4.10

40 Exchange rates 4.61 4.65 4.41 4.86 4.10 4.57 4.47 4.16 3.80

41 Inflation rates 4.86 5.06 4.84 4.51 4.22 4.64 4.23 4.47 4.50

42 Government freedom  
from corruption 5.52 5.14 5.08 5.21 4.70 5.19 4.31 4.80 4.50

43 Transparency of government 5.02 5.04 4.83 4.91 4.50 4.74 4.22 4.55 4.50

44 Carbon tax/emission trading 
scheme 3.87 3.85 4.01 4.10 3.36 3.73 3.35 4.00 3.50

45 Overall government policy 4.43 4.72 4.46 4.59 4.02 4.30 3.94 4.25 4.00

46 Strength of government 
finances 5.36 5.25 4.94 5.13 4.58 4.71 4.38 4.40 4.25

47 Competition policy 4.67 4.35 4.46 4.58 4.21 4.22 4.20 4.16 4.33

48 Planning laws 4.67 4.33 4.45 4.40 4.24 4.27 4.13 4.75 3.30

49 Policies to encourage research 
and development 4.40 4.32 4.32 4.43 4.11 4.12 3.94 4.25 4.60

50 Environmental policies 4.95 4.84 4.82 4.84 4.39 4.52 4.34 4.55 5.00

51 Foreign trade and tariff policy 4.40 4.50 4.37 4.48 4.25 4.23 3.69 4.15 4.30

52 Foreign investment policy 4.48 4.42 4.34 4.49 4.20 4.23 3.94 4.05 4.40

53 Industrial relations/workplace 
relations/labour laws 4.22 4.31 4.08 4.42 3.95 3.96 3.97 3.95 3.78

54 Science and technology policy 4.50 4.40 4.38 4.44 4.29 4.44 4.13 4.75 4.60

1 = much worse than competitors/comparators 
4 = neutral 
7 = much better than competitors/comparators
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55 Tax regime (overall) 4.12 4.31 4.31 3.95 3.53 3.79 4.06 4.26 3.33

56 Corporate tax rate 4.15 4.31 4.26 3.90 3.59 3.86 4.03 4.11 3.22

57 Personal income tax rate 3.95 3.96 3.88 3.90 3.35 3.81 3.78 3.85 3.22

58 Payroll taxes 4.03 3.82 3.68 3.88 3.14 3.59 3.68 3.85 2.67

59 Other taxes and charges 3.90 3.84 3.84 3.93 3.48 3.61 3.88 3.85 2.89

60 Regulatory and legal 
framework 5.41 5.39 5.20 5.10 4.59 4.96 4.41 4.50 4.70

61 Community institutions 4.77 4.51 4.56 4.55 4.51 4.42 4.20 3.95 4.89

62 Quality of education and 
training institutions 5.26 5.00 5.21 4.97 4.65 5.04 4.63 4.90 5.00

63 Quality of research institutions 
and organisations 4.90 5.30 5.04 4.92 4.53 5.15 4.69 5.05 4.90

64 Social stability 5.51 5.64 5.33 5.31 5.08 5.11 4.88 5.20 5.40

65 Quality of life 5.71 5.82 5.41 5.42 5.18 5.33 5.13 5.21 5.50

66 Environmental consciousness 5.26 5.02 5.08 4.89 4.68 4.70 4.50 4.70 5.40

67 Attitudes of community 
toward business 4.81 4.64 4.77 4.52 4.56 4.30 4.45 4.50 4.50

68 Attitudes of community 
toward entrepreneurship 4.79 4.46 4.54 4.55 4.40 4.33 4.38 4.10 4.50

69 Attitudes of community 
toward innovation 4.79 4.88 4.59 4.54 4.47 4.30 4.31 4.05 5.00

70 Political stability 4.91 5.02 4.90 5.11 4.46 4.64 4.39 4.75 4.40

71 Foreign government support 
for foreign companies 4.50 4.41 4.40 4.52 4.35 4.27 4.25 4.25 4.40

72 Access to the China market 4.65 4.85 4.51 4.92 4.51 4.90 4.61 4.50 4.56

73 Access to other Asia–Pacific 
markets 4.83 4.94 4.50 4.77 4.62 5.17 4.75 4.65 4.67

74 Presence of international 
companies in the country 4.58 4.65 4.60 4.55 4.65 4.36 4.58 4.55 4.10

75 Strategies of international 
companies 4.61 4.82 4.64 4.43 4.46 4.25 4.60 4.35 4.00

76 Activities of multilateral 
agencies 4.57 4.22 4.32 4.40 4.47 4.38 4.28 4.15 4.00

SoURcE: enright and Petty (2013).

1 = much worse than competitors/comparators 
4 = neutral 
7 = much better than competitors/comparators
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introduCtion
How should Australian universities respond to 
further economic growth in China? This article 
attempts to answer this question, by first 
considering the context of China both in the past 
and the future. China has made significant economic 
advancements in the past 30 years and has also  
set ambitious long-term development targets for  
the future. With these come major challenges  
that China will face in the future and possible 
responses to these challenges from Australia.

AChievementS in the PASt 30 yeArS
The Chinese economy has grown very quickly in the 
past three decades since Deng Xiaoping initiated 
economic reform and the opening up of China in the 
late 1970s. In 1992, the Chinese Government decided 
on a fundamental shift in its economic system from a 
planned economy to a market economy with Chinese 
characteristics. Since then, China has achieved a 
continuously high rate of economic growth as can  
be seen in the following key indicators. 

First, Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in China has  
grown at more than 10% continuously for three 
decades. Since 1980, China gradually has overtaken 
other major economies in terms of GDP, including  
Italy in 2000, France in 2002, the UK in 2006,  
Germany in 2007, and Japan in 2010 (see Figure 1).

FIgURE 1: gdP in ChinA And other mAJor eConomieS

Second, at the beginning of its period of economic 
reform, China’s foreign trade was small, and only 
traditional Chinese products like tea, silk, and so on were 
traded on the international market. When reform began 
in 1978, the volume of foreign trade was much lower 
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than in other major economies. In 2001, China entered 
the World Trade Organization (WTO). Since then, it has 
gradually overtaken other major trading nations in terms 
of the amount of total exports and imports, including 
Italy in 2001, France and the UK in 2002, Germany in 
2003, Japan in 2004, and the US in 2013 (see Figure 2). 

FIgURE 2:  eXPortS And imPortS in ChinA  
And other mAJor eConomieS 

When China was negotiating entry into the WTO 
more than 10 years ago, local people – politicians and 
members of the business community – wondered 
whether they would benefit or lose from the move,  
but it turns out that China has made important gains.

Third, is China’s foreign exchange reserves. It is hard to 
understand fully why or how China has accumulated 
such huge amounts of wealth. China has experienced 
two major reforms in its foreign exchange regime. 
The first was in 1994 when the Government abolished 
the dual exchange rate system. The second took 
place in 2005 when China started to apply a more 
market-oriented regime, with some government 
management. Since then China has gradually become 
the highest ranked nation in the world in terms of 
foreign exchange reserves (see Figure 3). But this 
may not be compatible with foreign exchange reserve 

calculations of other countries as for many years 
enterprises in China were required to sell their foreign 
exchange to the central bank and the central bank had 
to issue Chinese currency in exchange. This is not the 
case in most developed economies at present.

FIgURE 3:  foreign eXChAnge reServeS in ChinA  
And other mAJor eConomieS 

Fourth is the issue of the growing importance 
internationally of Chinese currency. The status of the 
RMB is gradually improving. Zweifel (2014) writes that 
‘Currently only 0.01% of world central bank foreign 
exchange reserves are held in RMB. That compares with 
60 % in dollars and 25% in euros’. However, he predicts:

… the RMB is evolving at a remarkable pace. 
As a medium of exchange and unit of account, 
it is on course to acquire international status in 
three years; in 10, it may unseat the dollar as 
the world’s reserve currency.

The above are the key economic indicators that have 
developed over the past 30 years, which have had 
implications for areas such as infrastructure, education, 
scientific research, living conditions, urbanisation,  
and so on. The next section looks at developments  
in the future. 

4,000

3,500

3,000

2,500

2,000 

1,500

1,000

500

0
80 82 84 86 88 90 92 94 96 98 00 02 04 06 08 10 12

yeAr

Billion US$

SoURcE: world Trade organization (2012) data (http://stat.wto.org/ 
countryProfile/wsDBcountryPfView.aspx?country=cn&).

  china

  uK

  india

  Japan

  us

4,000

3,500

3,000

2,500

2,000 

1,500

1,000

500

0
80 82 84 86 88 90 92 94 96 98 00 02 04 06 08 10 12

yeAr

Billion US$

SoURcE: world Bank (2012-2) data (http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/ 
fi.res.ToTL.cD).

  china

  uK

  india

  Japan

  us



The AccounTing Profession’s engAgemenT wiTh AsiA 47

long-term eConomiC develoPment tArgetS
China is still an authoritarian country, with the 
Government continuing to play a significant role in 
macro-economic management. Every five years 
the Government sets a five-year socio-economic 
development plan. Based on the plan established during 
recent leadership changes, the Chinese Government  
has established two core economic growth targets.

The first target is that by 2021, GDP per capita will 
double to about $US12,000. This number is not 
comparable to GDP per capita figures in Australia, 
because the level in Australia is too high for China to 
reach, but if the targeted level of GDP per capita is 
multiplied by the size of the Chinese population the 
result is very large. 

The second target is that by 2050, China’s GDP per capita 
will reach the medium level of developed economies. 
Again, at that point, China will not overtake the US or 
Australia in terms of GDP per capita, but with the size  
of its population, China’s overall economic size in terms 
of GDP will definitely be the highest in the world. 

These are the two fundamental targets that will drive 
the whole country in the coming decades. External 
predictions about the economic future of China include, 
based on data from the IMF and The Economist, that 
Chinese GDP may overtake US GDP in 2019, assuming 
certain trends in growth rates, inflation rates, and 
exchange rate changes.

In its annual World Economic League Table, published  
at the beginning of 2014, the UK think tank the Centre 
for Economic and Business Research predicts GDP in 
China will overtake that of the US by 2028.

ChAllengeS
The Chinese Government has set detailed measures to 
achieve its long term economic development targets, and 
will face many challenges as it approaches these goals. 

The first challenge is resource constraint. The Chinese 
economy is resource-based. Since China is now the 
highest ranked merchandise exporter in the world, the 
country is using more resources than its population 
consumes. In particular China consumes three major 
resources: coal, oil and minerals. 

The main energy source in China is coal. China is now 
the highest ranked coal producer and consumer in the 
world, with the US second highest. But, overall, China’s 
coal production is three times of that of the US. The 

second resource is oil. For many years, the US was  
the highest ranked oil consumer and importer in the 
world, but two years ago China overtook it to become 
the largest oil importer in the world. The third resource 
is minerals, of which China is the highest ranked user  
of major minerals in the world. China consumes 30%  
to 50% of the major minerals in the world: copper  
40%; iron and steel 50%; and aluminium 40%. This  
may account, in part, for the closeness of Australia  
and China’s relationship. 

The second challenge China faces is pollution. Recently, 
the media in China and internationally has drawn 
attention in articles and photographs to the Chinese 
pollution problem. This problem is a consequence 
of China’s rapid growth over the past three decades. 
With conditions in the most polluted cities (Beijing and 
Shangai) difficult, some foreign expatriates now seek 
compensation for the potential health problems likely 
to result from living and working in these and other 
Chinese cities. Korea and Japan have also complained  
to the Chinese Government that pollution from China 
has affected them.

The problem is only likely to worsen. Few Chinese 
families currently own a car. Compare car ownership  
in Australia in 2011, where for every 1,000 Australian 
there are 730 cars, with China, where for every 1,000 
Chinese there are only 83 cars. Car ownership in  
China is rapidly increasing and clearly, if it continues  
to increase, resource demands and pollution 
consequences will also increase. 

The Chinese Government has recognised that it must 
confront the pollution issue and has been taking 
concrete measures to solve it. However, the challenge  
of how to balance the necessary level of growth to  
meet long-term development targets and reduce 
pollution is a dilemma for the country.

The third challenge facing China is the wealth gap. 
Although China’s GDP per capita has been increasing 
rapidly in the past three decades, its current level of 
GDP per capita is still much lower than that of major 
developed countries: 12% of that of the US, 13% of  
that of Japan, while China ranked second in the 2013 
Forbes Billionaires List with 122 citizens on the list, 
second to the US with 442 billionaires. On the other 
hand, 13% of Chinese people are still living on less than 
$1.25 per day, and about 55% of the Chinese people  
live on less than $5 per day, according to World Bank 
data (see Table 1).
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TABLE 1: Poverty heAdCount rAtio (2008)

poVerty treND WorlD BaNk

Live on less than $1.25 a day 13.1% (172 million)

Live on less than $2 a day 29.8% (394 million)

Live on less than $2.5 a day 39.9% (528 million)

Live on less than $4 a day 62.0% (821 million)

Live on less than $5 a day 71.6% (948 million)

SoURcE: world Bank (2008) data (http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/
si.PoV.2DAY).

The wealth gap is so significant that the general public, 
government and politicians have recognised that if 
effective measures are not taken, it may cause serious 
problems in China, including social instability.

China’s ageing population is its fourth challenge. After 
the People’s Republic of China was established in 1949, 
particularly after the Korean War in the early 1950s, the 
Chinese Government encouraged families to have more 
babies. As a result, the Chinese population doubled 
within 30 years. While the total Australian population  
in the early 1980s was 22 million, during the same 
period the annual increase in population in China was  
23 million. The resulting population pressure caused  
the Chinese Government to apply the one-child policy  
at that time. 

Now, 30 years later, China is facing a significant ageing 
problem. From 2022 the Chinese population will 
gradually decline and the population over 60 years old 
will increase to 42.2% in 2050. The average age of the 
Chinese population has increased from 22 years old in 
1982, to 36 years old in 2012, and will increase further  
to 54 years old in 2050 (see Table 2). 

The consequences of this include a decline in 
production and a significant burden in terms of social 
security, health care and aged care.

The fifth and final challenge is corruption. The current 
corruption problem in China is a consequence of the 
socio-economic system China has adopted for more 
than half a century. China has been a centralised country 
for thousands of years, requiring a large bureaucracy 
to manage the country. As China moves to a combined 
economic system with features of both authoritarian 
and market forces, as the society is increasingly driven 
by economic interests, and as the wealth of individuals 
and entities accumulate rapidly, corruption is becoming 
a critical issue that China needs to tackle.

PoSSible reSPonSeS from  
AuStrAliAn univerSitieS
These challenges for China are all relevant to Australia 
as a trading partner. In particular, with higher education 
a major export industry for Australia, these challenges 

TABLE 2: ChAnging PoPulAtion in ChinA

1982 1992 2002 2012 2022 2032 2042 2050

Population (bn) 1.0 1.2 1.3 1.3 13.3 13.0 12.5 1.2

Number of persons died (mn) 6.9 7.9 8.8 9.8 11.0 12.8 14.8 15.8

Number of persons born (mn) 23.1 20.0 14.1 14.9 10.2 9.0 8.5 7.0

Population growth rate (%) 1.6 1.0 0.4 0.4 0.0 -0.23 -0.5 -0.7

% of population over 60 7.6 8.7 10.6 13.7 18.8 29.2 35.6 42.2

% of population over 65 4.9 5.7 7.3 9.0 13.8 20.4 28.5 32.8

% of population over 80 0.5 0.7 1.0 1.6 2.4 4.1 6.8 11.9

Life expectancy: female 69.3 71.3 72.9 75.5 78.1 80.5 82.9 84.7

Life expectancy: male 66.3 68.2 69.8 72.4 75.0 77.5 80.0 81.9

Average age 21.7 24.9 30.5 35.9 40.1 45.2 50.7 53.7

SoURcE: united nations population (2010) data (http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/publications/dataset/index.shtml).

http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/publications/dataset/index.shtml
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need to be considered by Australian universities.  
What should Australian universities do in the face  
of these challenges? 

There are five areas in which Australian universities  
need to formulate a specific response: quality of 
education; expertise in the financial services sector; 
corporate governance; sustainability reporting; and 
accountability of the public sector. 

In terms of quality of education, the number of 
Chinese students going abroad for higher education 
has dramatically increased and is likely to increase 
further in the years ahead as Chinese families become 
more affluent, and the capacity of local universities is 
insufficient to meet expected demand.

There has been a significant effort in China to expand  
its higher education system in recent years. New 
student intake at universities is about 6 to 7 million a 
year. With most families holding high aspirations for 
their children, those who can afford it send their children 
abroad for higher education. Aiming for the highest 
quality education, and with local university entrance 
examinations highly competitive, parents consider the 
most prestigious institutions in the world for educating 
their children. Australia is considered amongst the best 
destinations for Chinese students and the number of 
Chinese students coming to Australia is destined to 
increase further. However, is the education offered  
of the highest quality? 

There is a famous saying in China ‘Haida (海待)’, 
meaning ‘graduated abroad but waiting for job’. It  
has become a much more common phenomenon  
in China, particularly for those students with only  
one year of graduate study abroad. They find that it  
is very hard to get a job after coming back to China  
with a foreign degree.

For example, Alibaba is a very famous company in 
China. Its total revenue in e-commerce is the sum 
of Amazon and eBay’s revenue and the company 
is expanding rapidly. The number one shareholder, 
Jack Ma, was named by the Financial Times as ‘2013 
Person of the Year’. He recently said that ‘degrees from 
overseas Ivy League schools have nothing to do with 
a students’ career success’. Ma believes that receiving 
a degree from a famous overseas university is not 
enough; a student must also have a solid knowledge 
base and sound communication skills. 

Asian universities are catching up very quickly. Now in 
China, universities are offering competitive packages to 
attract highly qualified overseas academics. In the top 
Chinese universities, more and more faculty members 
are from international universities. 

In offering quality education, particularly in accounting, 
where I have first-hand experience, Australia needs to 
consider the skills of graduates. My own experience is 
that students need a combination of critical thinking 
and problem-solving abilities. When I was at the 
China Securities Regulatory Commission as its Chief 
Accountant, I designed the entry examinations for new 
staff and interviewed them. Many of the new graduates 
I interviewed were able to provide critique but were 
unable to provide solutions. Their problem-solving skills 
were inadequate. My hope is that Australian universities 
not only provide students with the ability to think 
critically about issues, but also give students the ability 
to solve problems, particularly by combining theory, 
policy and practice, both in the Australian context and 
the Chinese context.

Graduates from Australian universities should be 
culturally adaptable. Asian students, particularly those 
students from Chinese culturally influenced areas such 
as China, Japan, Korea, Vietnam, Taiwan and Hong 
Kong, have many features in common. However, they 
do not mingle with European students well. In the short 
to medium term, more and more Chinese companies 
may go abroad, or take over companies in other 
countries. These companies will likely use a combination 
of Chinese and local staff, largely Europeans. For that 
reason it is important for Chinese students who have 
graduated from Australia or from the US to able to  
work with people from other cultures. 

I think there is significant benefit for all parties to be 
gained from some kind of mutual recognition agreement 
between the Chinese Institute of CPAs and the professional 
bodies in Australia. As Chinese firms become bigger 
and bigger, foreign expatriates cannot just rely on their 
foreign qualifications. They must have Chinese certificates 
too. This would require some negotiation as to the 
requirements but will be of great benefit to both Australian 
and Chinese organisations, and place graduates of 
Australian universities in a competitive position.

With personal and family wealth in China likely to 
accumulate further in coming years as a result of 
economic growth, there is significant opportunity  
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in terms of financial services, including investment in 
health and retirement. There is much policy research 
underway in China in relation to tax, reform of the 
healthcare system, pensions, wealth management, 
capital market and so on. Since Australia is already  
well developed in these areas, there is an opportunity  
for education and training in this field. 

There are a growing number of Chinese companies 
on the Fortune 500 list, and this will likely increase, 
particularly through more and more private companies 
like Huawei and Alibaba. Because the Chinese context 
is unique, its approach to corporate governance is 
also unique. Some significant changes to research 
investigating China’s corporate governance issues are 
required. These include a focus on the unique features 
of the Chinese socio-economic background, such as 
the role of government influence. For example, the 
Government is still the biggest shareholder of most 
listed companies in strategic industries. In China  
there is a high concentration of major shareholdings 
and invisible relationships among entities and people. 
Institutional investing is under-developed.

Related research also needs to shift so that it is based 
on objective data rather than with a subjective value 
judgement. In addition, research and policy in Chinese 
corporate governance needs to be based on contextual 
information, including China-specific theories and 
variables, rather than duplicating research from  
other countries. 

In terms of sustainability reporting, this is an area 
requiring significant further development. The Chinese 
economy is not sustainable; it is both too resource-
based, and generates too much pollution. There is 
awareness in China of this and addressing the problem 
will be very important in the future. Australia has 
much greater awareness of the problems surrounding 
sustainability and some companies have attempted  
to address this via sustainability reporting. This is  
an area where universities here can initiate action 
through research and training. It should be noted  
that there is no guidance in International Financial 
Reporting Standards (IFRS), with the International 
Accounting Standards Board (IASB) suspending its 
project on emissions trading. This means any attempt 
to incorporate sustainability reporting will not become a 
generally accepted accounting principle. Nevertheless, 
sustainability is very important for China. 

China needs significant growth in health care, social 
security and care for the elderly and also must face 
the issue of corruption. Greater accountability in the 
public sector is essential for these developments to 
be undertaken effectively. Australia can be of great 
assistance here given its own unique experience. It 
is the only major country to use IFRS designed for 
the private sector, but applied in the public sector. 
This means that Australia is well placed to undertake 
joint research with Chinese government agencies and 
universities, to introduce its experience with public 
sector accounting into the Chinese environment.

ConCluSion
There are many challenges and opportunities ahead 
for China and its relationship with Australia. China is a 
diverse country – in terms of politics, ethnic groups, 
religion and levels of economic development. Its rapid 
economic growth it is also undergoing significant 
socio-economic transformation. To some extent, the 
challenges faced by China are common to many of the 
developing and transitioning countries in the region. 
As its neighbor, and the most developed country in 
the region, Australia has become more economically 
integrated with countries in Asia in recent years. This 
provides an unparalleled opportunity for Australia – 
including its universities – to contribute to China and 
other developing and transitioning countries in the 
region and benefit from their further economic growth 
in the years ahead.
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introduCtion 
The rapid growth of emerging economies has led 
to a shift in economic power and convergence. 
According to the OECD Development Centre’s 
publication, Perspectives on Global Development: 
Shifting Wealth, the economic and financial crisis 
has caused the acceleration of a long-term structural 
transformation in the global economy (OECD, 2010). 
The International Monetary Fund also reported that 
2013 was the first year in which emerging markets 
accounted for more than half of the world’s GDP 
on the basis of purchasing power (The Economist, 
2013). The Conference Board Global Economic 
Outlook 2014 projects that by 2025, the US and 
Europe’s share of global GDP will fall to 18% each, 
while China and India’s share will increase to 23% 
and 8% respectively (Conference Board, 2014).  
And, by 2030, nearly 60% of the world’s GDP will 
be represented by today’s developing and emerging 
countries (OECD, 2010). 

The rate of development in emerging economies has 
resulted in a high level of demand for quality education 
for developing countries. Research from UNESCO’s 
Institute for Statistics indicates that enrolments at higher 
education institutions in emerging economies grew by 
109% between 2001 and 2010, compared to only 28% 
at institutions in developed countries (OECD, 2013). 
Moreover, there is a growing trend for those who can 
afford it, of students from developing countries going 
abroad to gain quality education. Between 2000 and 
2011, the number of international students studying 
outside their home country has more than doubled 
(OECD, 2011). At present, almost 4.5 million tertiary 
students are enrolled outside their country of citizenship. 
According to the OECD, the highest importers of foreign 
students are Australia, UK, Switzerland, New Zealand 
and Austria (OECD, 2013). 

In Australia, the export income from education services 
contributed $14.5 billion in 2012–13 (the highest was 
$16.4 billion in 2009–10). While the largest numbers 
of international students are from China, India and 
Korea, Asian students account for 53% of all students 
studying abroad worldwide (AEI, 2013a). These 
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statistics show the fast-growing mobility of international 
students, especially those from countries with emerging 
economies. Australia is among the key destinations for 
these students. 

International students primarily go to English-speaking 
countries to study, often in the fields of social sciences, 
business and law (more than 30% of the total are in 
these fields) (AEI, 2013a). The benefits of studying 
abroad as perceived by an increasing number of 
students are cultural enrichment, improved language 
skills, high-status qualifications and a competitive edge 
to access better jobs. Also, studying abroad helps 
students to expand their knowledge of other societies, 
languages, cultures and business practices. A reduction 
in the cost of international travel, the globalisation of 
businesses and the mobility of professionals also make 
it more attractive to study abroad. On the other hand, 
public and private providers of education increasingly 
see international students as a source of additional 
revenue from exports of higher education services. The 
revenue generated by international students during their 
period of study can be substantial to the host country, 
especially in terms of living expenses. Moreover, when 
foreign students stay on after graduation, they have a 
long-term influence on the economy. 

While international students are a significant source 
of revenue for many Australian universities, they also 
present significant challenges. These challenges are 
arguably more acute in the discipline of accounting, 
as accounting has been the area that has attracted 
a significant number of international students in 
recent years. In Australia, international enrolments 
from 2010 to 2013 have been around 230,000 per 
year with a commencement figure of around 90,000 
each year. Most of these students (nearly 60,000 of 
the commencements each year) came to Australia to 
study Management and Commerce (AEI, 2013a), and 
accounting is believed to have attracted a significant 
proportion.

International students represent a major export in 
Australia, and the present paper reviews and analyses 
the trends and issues surrounding international 
students, in particular in accounting, that have 
presented significant challenges to universities and 
accounting schools. In the following sections, I will 
discuss the trend of international students in Australian 

universities, and follow with a discussion of their  
impact on accounting schools.

trend of internAtionAl StudentS
At the time of writing, government data in regard 
to international student enrolments and detailed 
summaries were only available up to the year 2012, 
while the latest research analyses of data by Australian 
Education International (AEI) was based on 2010 
information. Hence I will discuss the 2010 trend 
as analysed, but where there is more up-to-date 
information, the 2012 data are used.

Tables 1 and 2 are based on the 2010 university 
student data. Table 1 shows the five universities that 
had the highest proportion of international students 
when compared with total students enrolled. Table 2 
shows the five universities with the highest numbers 
of international students. These two tables indicate 
that for 2010, amongst the universities with the highest 
numbers of international students, Macquarie University 
in NSW had the highest proportion of international 
students when compared with the total student number. 
Also, almost half (48%) of the students at the University 
of Ballarat in Victoria1 were international students. In 
comparison, 6.7% of students studying at The University 
of New England in NSW were international students. 

The high proportion of international students in some 
universities make these institutions more sensitive to 
fluctuations in the higher education system in Australia 
as a whole. On the other hand, the actual number of 
international students is more evenly dispersed. Larger 
numbers of international students can be found in 
Australia’s largest universities, with Monash University 
having both the highest number of domestic (40,300) 
and onshore international (13,400) students in Australia, 
followed by UNSW (36,300 and 13,200 respectively) in 
2010 (see Table 2).

A similar report into public vocational education and 
training (VET) institutions shows that the dispersal of 
international students studying in these institutions in 
2010 was considerably more even than at universities, 
with no single public VET institution having an 
international student population greater than 16% 
(Holmesglen Institute of TAFE in Victoria) (AEI, 2011b). 
These differences are most likely due to the types of 
courses offered at different universities and VET 

1. now The federation university.
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institutions, with some meeting the requirements  
of international students with specific international 
student programs.

However, since 2010, the number of international 
students has declined slightly due to factors that include 
the global financial crisis, the high value of the Australian 
dollar and the unfavourable publicity regarding some 
experiences encountered by international students in 
Australia. As a result, and as indicated in Appendix A, a 
decline in international student numbers, from around 
21.3% to 19.7%, has occurred since 2011, based on the 
enrolments for 2012. 

Appendix A shows that the top five universities that had 
the highest proportion of international students in 2012 

(latest audited figures) were the University of Ballarat 
(44.1%) – which became the Federation University with 
effect from September 2013 – Bond University (35%), 
Central Queensland University (28.9%), Macquarie 
University (28.5%) and the Australian National University 
(26.8%). It is worthwhile to note that the University of 
Ballarat and Central Queensland University are regional 
universities, while Bond University is one of only a few 
private universities in Australia. Amongst these top five, 
Macquarie University is the only university in NSW with 
the highest proportion of onshore international students. 
The significant number of international students also 
means high risk in terms of any fluctuations in numbers, 
as there is a direct link to revenue dependency for the 
universities concerned. Indeed tertiary student mobility 

TABLE 1: internAtionAl StudentS AS A ProPortion of All StudentS – 2010 

UNiVersity iNterNatioNal DomestiC total
iNterNatioNal 

proportioN
 ‘000 ‘000 ‘000 %

University of Ballarat 5.1 5.6 10.7 47.7

Bond University 2.7 3.9 6.6 40.5

Central Queensland University 7.8 11.7 19.5 39.9

Macquarie University 12.2 24.1 36.4 33.6

Swinburne University of Technology 6.6 13.6 20.2 32.8

Total all universities 233.1 813.7 1046.8 22.3

SoURcE: Aei (2011a). 

TABLE 2: univerSitieS with the higheSt number of internAtionAl onShore StudentS – 2010 

UNiVersity iNterNatioNal DomestiC total
iNterNatioNal 

proportioN
 ‘000 ‘000 ‘000 %

Monash University 13.4 40.3 53.6 24.9

The University of NSW 13.2 36.3 49.5 26.7

Macquarie University 12.2 24.1 36.4 33.6

The University of Melbourne 12.0 33.4 45.4 26.4

Griffith University 11.0 30.8 41.8 26.2

Total all universities 233.1 813.7 1,046.8 22.3

SoURcE: Aei (2011a) . 
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has become a significant matter in determining the 
trend of international students in terms of how it might 
affect universities and the related countries. 

In a report on tertiary student mobility (AEI, 2013d), 
the share of international students who chose the US 
as their destination dropped from 22.9% (or 475,169) 
in 2000 to 16.5% (or 709,565) in 2011. During the 
same period, Australia’s share increased from 5.1% (or 
105,764) to 6.1% (or 262,597). Also, based on the 2012 
enrolment figures, higher education institutions from 
Victoria had the greatest number of both transnational 
students and international students in Australia, 
while the second and third largest institutions with 
international students studying in Australia were  
those in NSW and Queensland (AEI, 2014).

Though emerging economies in developing countries 
have contributed significantly towards students’ mobility, 
it can be argued that the recent heavy influx of foreign 
students in Europe means that there are increasing 
imbalances resulting in an unpredictable asymmetry 
(Myklebust, 2014), which renders a fragile landscape  
for educational institutions to manage in terms of 
competition and financial imperatives (Parker, 2013).

Contribution of internAtionAl  
StudentS to AuStrAliA
The number of students enrolled in tertiary education 
outside their country of origin has increased more than 
threefold, from 1.3 million in 1990 to nearly 4.3 million in 
2011, representing an average growth rate of 6.8% (AEI, 
2013d). International education activities arising from 
international students studying and living in Australia 
contributed $14.461 billion to the Australian economy 
in 2012–13, compared to $14.467 billion in 2011–12. In 
2012–13, an additional $574 million arose from sundry 
international education services (AEI, 2013b). Of this,  
the higher education sector generated $9.8 billion 
in export income. Contrary to what some observers 
expected, the income from international education has 
maintained a significant proportion of export income. 
The decline in the growth rate of international students 
following the global financial crisis has been around 
4.7% per annum since 2009, from $16.4 billion in 
2009–10, to $15.5 billion in 2010–11 and $14.7 billion 
in 2011–12. There was a further decline in 2012–13 of 
$14.461 billion (1.4%) from 2011–12. Of the total earnings 

from education provision in Australia, China contributed 
26.4% and India 8% (AEI, 2013c). 

Education export is the biggest non-resource earner for 
Australia, ranking fourth overall after iron ore, coal and 
gold. The competitive challenge is real and the stakes 
are high (Hartcher, 2014).

internAtionAl StudentS – PerSPeCtiveS 
Along with quality education and course options, it is 
likely that international students consider other factors 
such as proximity to major cities and infrastructure 
when deciding where to study. The Australian Bureau 
of Statistics (ABS) reported the social trends of 
international students both in 2007 and 2011 (ABS, 
2007, 2011). These reports look at the trends in student 
visas, enrolments and commencements, where the 
international students come from and so on. To address 
the various issues in relation to international students 
that were highlighted in these reports, the International 
Students Strategy for Australia 2010–14 was developed 
by the Council of Australian Governments (COAG). 
The strategy paper (COAG, 2010) provides the bases 
for reforms in student wellbeing, quality assurance, 
protection, better information and governance in higher 
education that partly led to the introduction of a new 
Colombo Plan, as well as the recommendation to reduce 
Red Tape in processing visas by the Government, and 
a change in Education Services for Overseas Students 
(ESOS) amendments (COAG, 2010).

In addition to reports by the ABS, AEI has provided 
a source of information about international students’ 
issues. For example, its 2012 survey of international 
students (AEI, 2013a) received 37,115 responses from 
36 participating higher education institutions. Its key 
findings are:

• Eighty-eight percent of international students in 
Australian universities were satisfied with their living 
experience, and 85% with their learning experience

• The quality of teaching, reputation of a qualification 
from the institution, reputation of the institution and 
the reputation of the Australian education system and 
personal safety were amongst the top factors that 
influenced the choice of where to study in Australia.

Also, the academic literature discusses the experiences 
and contribution of international students. These include 
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books and articles on matters such as globalisation 
of higher education (King et al., 2011, 2013; Parker, 
2013), and international students’ security and how 
empowerment and regulation should help to overcome 
the different problems faced by international students 
(Marginson et al., 2010). Other researchers have 
approached the topic by comparing domestic and 
international students’ academic performance (Phang 
et al., forthcoming), examining attitudes towards 
accounting (Jackling et al., 2012), career drivers (Chia et 
al., 2008), and influences on the supply of international 
accounting graduates (Jackling and Keneley, 2009). A 
different perspective exploring on an expectation gap 
in accounting education that refers to the competency 
level of accounting students, including international 
students whose language barriers might have been  
an impediment to their learning, was pioneered by  
Bui and Porter (2010). 

The above discussion of the trends and literature 
regarding international students supports the claim  
that international students’ mobility is a complex and 
fragile phenomenon as its trend is subject to a range of 
factors including government policies, economic and 
financial growth of nations, currency exchange, quality of 
education, reputation of institutions, cultural preferences 
and social influences. The remaining part of this paper 
will consider perspectives and challenges concerning 
international students, particularly within Australian 
accounting schools. Several illustrations are included. 

the vAlue of internAtionAl eduCAtion  
to ACCounting SChoolS
First, regarding enrolments and commencements in 
higher education in 2010, Management and Commerce, 
which includes study fields such as Accounting, 
Business and Management, and Sales and Marketing, 
was the largest broad field of education that attracted 
international students; this field contributes about half  
of enrolments (52%) and commencements (54%). No 
other individual broad field of education contributed 
more than 10% of enrolments or commencements in 
the higher education sector. 

In respect of Accounting, which is classified as one of 
the narrow discipline groups within Management and 
Commerce, the following trend was established for the 
period 2010–12 (see Table 3). It should be noted that the 
numbers are actual full-time equivalent student loads 
(EFTSL), which are the only available data for narrow 
discipline groups such as Accounting. 

An EFTSL assumes a full-time student undertaking four 
subjects in half a year, or eight in a full year, equating to a 
multiple of four in actual enrolments. Table 3 shows that in 
Accounting, international students constitute an average 
of 60% of all accounting students in Australia, and not 
including those who have obtained permanent residency.

Further, as illustrated in Figure 1, the trend of international 
students undertaking accounting programs has plateaued 
since 2009, with a small reduction in 2011 and 2012. 

TABLE 3:  StudentS in eftSl (ACtuAl loAdS) for mAnAgement And CommerCe (m&C) And ACCounting (ACC) 
in AuStrAliA

2010 2011 2012

EFTSL % EFTSL % EFTSL %

All students M&C 180,111 100 178,372 100 176,154 100

All domestic M&C 78,108 43 78,082 44 79,628 45

All international M&C 102,003 57 100,290 56 96,526 55

All students ACC 44,703 25 43,371 24 40,642 23

All domestic ACC 16,409 9 15,786 9 15,724 9

All international ACC 28,294 16 27,585 15 24,914 14

SoURcE: summarised from the Actual student Load (efTsL) tables for all students by narrow discipline group and broad level of course for full years  
(Department of education, 2013a, 2013b, 2013c).
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FIgURE 1:  higher eduCAtion internAtionAl  
Student enrolmentS

The increase in accounting students from 2002 to 
2011, especially from other countries, has been the 
consequence of internationalisation in the Australian 
higher education system, with Accounting being one 
of the preferred study disciplines. This was, in part, 
attributable to the Australian Government’s immigration 
policy that favoured accountants as one of the areas  
in skill shortage. Another possible explanation is  
that many Asian parents see accounting as a key  
to business success.

Financially, accounting has been a significant source 
of income for universities. However, depending on the 
internal budgeting model, accounting schools have 
been subject to different internal tax rates, providing 
cross subsidies to other parts of the university. This has 
led to the commonly used phrase of accounting schools 
being ‘cash cows’ (Burritt et al., 2010; Parker, 2013). 

In managing large numbers, business schools adopt 
large class sizes, with some universities having to 
provide additional service support (e.g., English 

language classes) for international students. For 
example, at Macquarie University, a typical accounting 
subject enrolment in second year has up to 800 
students per semester, with the highest reaching 
1,100, with international students constituting a high 
proportion of this number. Owing to the large numbers, 
group assignments and examination-based assessments 
are used. There is also a noticeable increase in student 
misconduct cases being reported. Issues concerning 
the low levels of English competency, fail rates, 
adjustments of teaching methodologies to ensure 
accessibility by international students, have resulted in 
significantly higher workloads for accounting schools. 
Student-to-staff ratios have risen significantly from 
14.1:1 to 16.8:1 for Go8 universities, and 19.1:1 to 24.4:1 
for non-Go8 universities, based on data analysed from 
2000 to 2010 (Gallagher, 2011). Student-to-staff ratios 
have been reported to be as high as 34:1, with many 
academics in the higher education sector expressing 
concerns about excessive workloads and the decrease 
in quality of coursework education (Larkins, 2011). An 
underlying tension is created between the perceptions 
of being good citizens returning significant international 
income, and directing sufficient resources to the 
university research efforts.

PoSSible benefitS to ACCounting SChoolS
So what is the value of international students for 
accounting schools? The possible benefits are 
summarised in the following four points.

1.  Accounting is a mobile profession. Where international 
accounting graduates return to their home countries 
to work, there is greater exposure for the accounting 
schools’ reputation overseas. Moreover, international 
accounting students/graduates can form a global 
alumni network that further enhances the rigour of 
accounting education globally.

2.  International students are a rich source of research 
for intercultural studies, accounting knowledge 
transfers and the development of new educational 
paradigms. As International Financial Reporting 
Standards are converging on a global scale, 
accounting is seen to be a key unit of measurement 
for a globalised capital market. Many international 
accounting studies enlist research support from 
international students. Research collaborations 
between universities are plentiful and international 
students are a good source of research opportunities.
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SoURcE: Based on Austrade data reported in a joint submission on the demand-driven 
system by cPA Australia and chartered Accountants Australia and new Zealand  
(cPA Australia and institute of chartered Accountants Australia, 2013).
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3.  As the requirements and learning styles of both 
domestic and international students are different, 
there is a need for accounting schools to develop 
and refresh appropriate teaching methodologies 
and pedagogical frameworks. Several universities 
have adopted special student learning software 
that is suitable for all types of students. Student 
engagement mechanisms are devised to ensure  
that the learning experiences of both domestic  
and international students receive the benefit of 
different types of academic interactions. 

4.  From the students’ point of view, international 
students provide an excellent opportunity for 
accounting schools to be more culturally aware,  
thus enriching the experiences of both domestic 
students and the staff concerned. 

While international students might utilise advantages 
such as the availability of a post-study work visa and 
permanent residency after their graduation, many 
international students return home. In Australia we 
have seen increasing trends in outsourcing, offshoring 
and finance transformations, which have contributed 
to the drop in demand for entry-level accountants in 
both corporate and professional services firms over 
the last five years. Australian accounting schools 
have embarked on many programs to enhance the 
employability of their graduates (Rose, 2013; King, 
2013). Graduate programs, which traditionally supported 
local graduates to earn a living and gain experience 
while completing their professional qualifications in 
accounting, are under pressure, and an increasing 
number of large employers are reducing their graduate 
employment intake. As the availability of graduate 
positions shrinks, demand for more experienced and 
specialist areas in financial management have increased. 
Sometimes accounting schools with a reputation for 
high-quality graduates are directly approached for 
different categories of accounting recruits (Rose, 2013). 
Thus accounting schools must ensure that they are 
engaged with industry and employers, and that their 
programs enhance the job-readiness of graduates. 
Hence while international students offer additional 
revenue, cultural diversity, opportunities and support for 
research and pedagogical developments, they present 
several challenges for accounting schools, as discussed 
in the following paragraphs.

ChAllengeS to ACCounting SChoolS
Like any business unit, accounting schools are required 
to produce quality outputs (graduates) that meet market 
needs and research outputs that are relevant and 
internationally recognised. Not only must accounting 
schools address the expectations of both domestic 
and international students, but they also have to be 
at the forefront of market changes in the practice of 
accounting. There are five main challenges facing 
accounting schools today: research assessment; 
workload and time to support students; students’  
lack of motivation and engagement with courses; 
misconduct and plagiarism; and international students 
living in Australia. Each of these is discussed below.

researCh assessmeNt
Research outputs drive a number of factors such as 
university rankings and reputation, so accounting 
schools must ensure that their research meets the 
expectations of universities. In terms of the assessment 
of research outputs, accounting schools are relatively 
weak compared with the sciences and health sciences. 
In the last round of Excellence in Research for Australia 
(ERA) , only 22 out of 38 universities actually put in an 
assessment for 1501, the Field of Research (FoR) 
primarily for accounting, accountability and auditing 
(ARC, 2012, p. 323). Only 11 schools out of 22 were rated 
at or above World Standard (3 or above) and the other 
11 schools were rated below World Standard (ARC, 
2012, p. 323). This result is argued to be attributable to 
the small number of high-ranked accounting research 
journals, the professional orientation traditionally 
adopted by accounting academics for career focus,  
and the reduced amount of time that academics have  
to devote to research-related activities because of heavy 
teaching and supervision loads. Accounting schools  
are under enormous pressure to improve their research 
outputs and their ERA results (Guthrie et al., 2011). 

Research by its nature is a personal endeavour, a 
journey to discover new knowledge. Accounting 
academics research in a range of topics. A major 
issue for the accounting discipline is that financial 
reporting and capital markets research dominate the 
rated journals. However, there are many other types of 
legitimate accounting research areas (e.g., accounting 
education, public sector accounting, social and 
environmental reporting, auditing, accounting history, 
management control and more recently, corporate 
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governance) that do not receive significant recognition 
(Guthrie and Parker, 2014). Accounting researchers 
who undertake interdisciplinary research such as 
international students’ issues and educational paradigms 
may produce outputs that are outside the FoR 1501.

International students provide rich ground for 
researchers to examine pedagogical implications, 
cultural impact on learning and, in accounting, the 
development of accounting knowledge and values 
amongst different cohorts of students. However, the 
disconnect between research activities and research 
assessment mechanisms means that research in 
accounting education, such as matters pertaining to  
the development of international students, may not  
be appropriately recognised. 

The following accounting education journals (and their 
respective rankings) are recognised by the Australian 
Business Deans’ Council (ABDC). In the latest review 
of ABDC Journal Rankings in 2013, a total of 128 
accounting journals were included in the ABDC list  
(9A*-, 21A-, 30B- and 68C-ranked journals); here only 
nine education journals are included.

TABLE 4: reCogniSed ACCounting eduCAtion 
JournAlS in AbdC rAnkingS for ACCounting

Issues in Accounting Education A

Accounting Education: An International Journal B

Journal of Accounting Education B

Accounting Educators’ Journal C

Advances in Accounting Education:  
Teaching and Curriculum Innovations C

AIS Educator Journal C

Australian Journal of Accounting Education C

Global Perspectives on Accounting Education C

IMA Educational Case Journal C

SoURcE: ABDc journal list.2

Therefore, there is very limited opportunity for 
accounting researchers to publish educational research, 
especially regarding students, in highly ranked, 
recognised journals. Academic staff performance is 
assessed according to research outputs (with their 

ranking), grants income and PhD completions.  
Research outputs are assessed based on their  
discipline, in this case, accounting. This means that 
accounting educational and pedagogical research, 
which is typically in the Education discipline, may not 
attract the same level of recognition in accounting 
and business. Hence it is difficult to see the benefits 
of undertaking research regarding the impact of 
international accounting students and their learning, 
though it is reasonable to assume that such research  
is vital for universities to appreciate the necessary 
strategic attention required. Their impact in terms  
of education is a longer-term influence, and can 
normally be included in the Education discipline when 
universities are assessed on their research outputs.

WorkloaD aND time to sUpport stUDeNts
The tension generated by balancing time devoted to 
teaching and administration has a direct impact on 
how much time academics can spend on research. 
Many universities adopt a distributive model of 
workload where teaching, research and service are 
allocated in proportion. However, the time spent on 
coaching, re-explaining, managing appeals due to 
different cultural expectations of international students 
often means that these activities take longer time 
than expected. Accounting schools with very large 
cohorts of international students often have more than 
three times the volume of transactions due to a lack 
of understanding of university practices, language 
competency, expectations and a different approach 
to learning. An example of additional support for 
accounting students is illustrated below. 

At Macquarie University, in the Accounting and 
Corporate Governance Department, a special project 
has been undertaken to manage students at risk. Every 
semester (session) a group of staff is asked to monitor 
the progress of those students who are allowed, as a 
concession, to enrol into the same subject for the third 
time (i.e., those who failed the first two attempts at the 
subject, which would usually mean expulsion from the 
degree program). 

In semester 2, 2013, for example, there were 134 
accounting students in the undergraduate accounting 
program who were registered for the monitoring 
program. Of these, 90 were international students and 
44 were domestic students. The monitoring exercise 

2. Available at: http://www.abdc.edu.au/pages/2013-review.html

http://www.abdc.edu.au/pages/2013-review.html
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requires these students to meet with an assigned 
staff member every fortnight. Each of the students 
monitored is required to attend six meetings over the 
semester, for an average duration of 30 minutes to an 
hour each meeting, to discuss their learning progress. 
The monitoring meeting is held to engage with the 
student regarding their learning experience, difficulty 
in understanding or to provide advice to improve their 
ability to progress in class. 

In other words, an estimated maximum total of 804 
hours is set aside to monitor student progress, in 
addition to normal teaching contact. Where students 
fail to turn up for the meeting, subsequent discussions 
and correspondence follow to ascertain the help that 
may be needed by the student. A comparison of the 
pass rate of students who attended more than four 
monitoring meetings is shown in Table 5. It can be 
concluded that the student-at-risk monitoring process 
has improved student pass rates overall. While the 
monitoring program appears to be successful, however, 
the additional work required and time spent result 
in a negative impact on research time and are not 
recognised in the typical academic staff workload. 

laCk oF motiVatioN aND eNgagemeNt  
With the CoUrse 
While the delivery of accounting subjects is typically 
undertaken in large lectures (attended by 250–500 
students) and smaller group tutorials (attended by 
25–40 students), low attendance at lectures has been 
a problem for many lecturers. This lack of motivation 
often begins at the start of the course – low attendance 
rates at the first lecture mean that students are generally 
not aware of the basic requirements of the subject, 
or the contexts required for study. Many students do 
not even know who their lecturers are. Reports from 
subject coordinators show that students tend to use 
material available online (all lecture notes and answers) 
as their key study material, and only study them closer 
to the time of assessments or final examinations. Where 
there are large cohorts of international students, or 
students whose first language is not English, such a 
lack of motivation provides some evidence that studying 
accounting for international students was primarily 
driven by the availability of permanent residency status 
(Baas, 2007; Jackling, 2007; Birrell and Healy, 2008; 
Chan and Ryan, 2013). It has also been found that they 
are influenced by reference groups such as parents and 

3. The report was prepared by Dr rahat munir with the support of claudia chau. Detailed reports are written every semester to evaluate the effectiveness of the 
student-at-risk program. Dr munir received a university Award for his coordination of the project.

TABLE 5:  grAde diStribution ComPAriSon of StudentS monitored And overAll StudentS in An 
ACCounting degree ProgrAm

grAde diStributionS ComPAriSon

YEAR  
LEvEL UNIT ovERALL PASS RATE

MoNIToRINg  
PRogRAM PASS RATE

1 Accounting 1A 61% 66%

Accounting 1B 80% 100%

2 Fundamentals of Management Accounting 56% 100%

Intermediate Financial Accounting 67% 70%

Accounting Systems Design and Development 72% 100%

3 Organisational Planning and Control 79% 100%

Corporate Accounting and Reporting 70% 88%

Auditing and Assurance Services 86% 78%

Accounting in Context 98% 100%

SoURcE: macquarie university Accounting and corporate governance, internal report 2012). 3
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friends (Jackling and Keneley, 2009). However, their 
intrinsic interest in accounting is lower than that  
of domestic students (Jackling et al., 2012). 

This scenario of engagement applies to all students 
concerned. Accounting schools resort to devising 
innovative mechanisms for lectures and tutorials, or 
alternative methods of delivery, especially with the use 
of technology to encourage attendance and motivation. 
Teaching innovations include using third-party resources 
such as online quizzes, software that contains both 
reading materials and self-assessments. Although such 
innovative activities provide some positive outcomes, 
there are also incidents of cheating and plagiarism, with 
an apparent growth of international communities that 
buy and sell ready-made assignments (Coughlan, 2008; 
Cai and Preiss, 2012). Extra time and resources are 
therefore needed to ensure that such online materials 
are refreshed frequently, and that proper integrity 
controls are in place to ensure that students genuinely 
undertake those learning tasks.

misCoNDUCt aND plagiarism
While limited research has been carried out on student 
misconduct cases in accounting schools, many student 
misconduct case records can be accessed through 
university records and through anecdotal evidence. 
Accounting schools normally have quality assurance 
systems to ensure that the students’ academic results 
are free from bias, and are maintained with accuracy 
and integrity. However, the following case study 
illustrates the complexity of the issues regarding 
international students.

A second year international student, after receiving his 
results, found that he had failed an accounting subject. 
This was the second time he had attempted the subject 
and he was devastated. The accounting school allows 
students to apply to view the examination script, and 
to be advised with respect to areas of weaknesses. 
During the discussion of the examination paper and 
the intended solutions, the student stood in front of the 
lecturer, going through his arguments. He then left the 
lecturer’s office rather hurriedly and distressed. It was 
only a few seconds later that the lecturer discovered 
an envelope underneath the examination paper. The 
lecturer rushed out to tell the student. But the student 

cried out that his mother was concerned about the 
results and it was his mother’s wish. The lecturer was 
distraught and had just realised the significance of 
the case. Security was called in and it was discovered 
that the envelope contained $1,000. The envelope was 
handed to Security and the police were informed. Every 
step was taken to contact the student so that he could 
collect the envelope, with clear explanations that the 
action was criminal. The result of the case was that the 
student failed, the envelope was handed to the police 
and the lecturer concerned took time off to recover  
from the situation. 

There are a number of cases that have been reported in 
the international press relating to bribery within schools 
and universities. One recent case concerned a Chinese 
student who was jailed for 12 months after offering his 
professor £5,000 in cash in a bid to pass his degree at 
the University of Bath in the UK. In sentencing, Judge 
Michael Longman said to the student: 

You attempted to persuade a university 
professor to behave in such a way that if it had 
been successful you would have undermined 
the integrity of the universities in the UK and 
the legitimacy of degrees from universities  
here, the University of Bath in particular 
(Longman cited in Hayhurst, 2013).

It should be noted that academics are generally not 
trained to deal with such matters. There is additional 
pressure for academics in terms of trying to ‘do the  
right thing’ and in their exposure to stressful situations. 
It also increases the psychological pressure on the 
international students. 

Another common misconduct issue concerns 
plagiarism. Guo (2011) asserts that students who are 
poorly integrated into an academic environment are 
more likely to plagiarise. Academic integration refers 
to how well students fit into the overall academic 
environment and their academic life (Guo, 2011). 
Students who perceive themselves as well integrated 
are inclined to have good attitudes towards learning 
and assessment (Kreger and Wrenn, 1990; Michie et al., 
2001). Disengaged students may feel bored in a class, 
and may be subject to feelings of alienation from their 
institution. These students may resort to plagiarising 
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4. http://www.vu.edu.au/success-stories/winning-formula-0

in order to pass the subject. Ashworth et al. (1997) 
identify that the main reasons for students experiencing 
alienation include: lack of contact with academic staff; 
the impact of large-class teaching; widespread dislike 
by students of the increased emphasis on group work. 
However, group work is a common form of assessment 
due to the large number of students in accounting 
programs. Universities therefore develop policies that 
minimise the risk of misconduct or plagiarism, with 
specific attention given to providing instructions for the 
design of assessment regimes so that some controls are 
in place to detect such occurrences. Also, universities 
ensure students are given due process and not 
disadvantaged in these circumstances.

iNterNatioNal stUDeNts liViNg iN aUstralia
If academic integration is one of the issues faced 
by international students, then studies like Simon 
Marginson’s International Student Security (Marginson 
et al., 2010) should be examined to consider policy 
changes. Marginson reports many stories of 
international student experience, highlighting issues 
within the systems and work practices in Australia. 
Some examples are described below:

• International students do not have the same access 
as domestic students to many rights. These include 
access to bank services, welfare support, transport, 
translation functions, scholarships, etc.

• Many international students who work are seriously 
exploited. Underpaid international students constitute 
a large unprotected subclass

• Nine out of 10 students said they felt safe but some 
told of robberies and bashings

• Most students had unhappy experiences with the 
Immigration Department

• Two-thirds felt lonely at some point. Their problems 
diminished after the first six months but some 
experienced ongoing isolation

• Shortage of affordable housing is serious in Sydney 
and Melbourne. Many crowd in groups of 10–20 in 
three to four bedroom houses, often in unsanitary 
and unsafe conditions

• Half of the students in Marginson’s study experienced 
intercultural hostility or prejudice, mostly in the street, 
in public transport, shops and restaurants, or at work.

The above factors would have an impact on international 
students’ life in Australia, and how they integrate within 
universities. It appears that if the Australian Government 
wishes to continue to enjoy the benefits of such massive 
international student mobility, further investigation and a 
certain level of support are urgently needed to address 
the issues above. 

On the positive side, a number of international students 
have achieved success, both academically and in 
employment. One example is that of Seah Kim Swee, 
a Singaporean student studying at Victoria University 
in 2006, who was honoured as one of the 90 legends 
of the University, being a multi-award winning Alumni 
Chapter President: 

I’m humbled to receive the Outstanding Alumni 
Award. This is also for my Singapore Chapter! 
I’m proud of my volunteer work helping less 
privileged citizens. The Master of Business in 
Professional Accounting from VU helped me 
switch from a sole professional practitioner to 
working at an international professional firm, 
PricewaterhouseCoopers. I’d like to work with 
other Australian universities’ alumni groups 
to provide more opportunities for networking 
activities.4 

Many positive experiences and stories are cited on 
university websites that discuss international students’ 
experiences of living and working in Australia, and 
promoting Australia’s reputation internationally. 
Accounting schools have also increased support 
services such as peer-assisted learning programs, 
language and communication workshops, and 
presentation and job application skills development 
services. And universities also receive direct requests 
from businesses and professional firms for recruitment 
purposes. Professional accounting bodies are also  
active in providing not only support for international 
students in their academic environment, but have also 
taken steps to facilitate recruitments and internships 
(Guthrie et al., 2012) 

http://www.vu.edu.au/success-stories/winning-formula-0
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SummAry of iSSueS And ConCluSion
This paper has examined the overall trend of 
international students, the perspectives of Australian 
accounting schools in managing the complexity of 
student learning, research and revenue contribution. 
Key challenges highlighted include the management 
of a massive inter-cultural learning environment under 
a higher education system that is struggling between 
economic and social imperatives; the dilemma of  
the tension between recognised research output  
and a responsible attitude towards investigating  
and addressing the complex nature of international 
students’ issues; and the extensive difficulty of 
academic staff to meet performance requirements  
of both the universities, and for student learning. 

In conclusion, the entire paradigm in respect of 
international students concerns several stakeholders  
and their responsibilities and interests:

• The role of government in maintaining national 
reputation, revenue and social wellbeing and  
equal opportunities

• The responsibilities of the universities towards  
global student mobility and their learning 
needs, mode of learning, knowledge creation 
and dissemination, together with research and 
development

• The universities’ and faculties’ role in support of 
international students’ learning experience

• The student cohorts who provide peer support  
and integration opportunities.

While the COAG’s document on International Students 
Strategy for Australia (COAG, 2010) has prompted 
reforms, there has to be a concerted effort amongst  
all stakeholders to seriously examine Australia’s 
direction in regard to enhancing its position in the 
international education market. There is also an urgent 
need for universities, quality agencies, the Australian 
Business Deans’ Council and professional bodies to 
work together so that there are clear and long-term 
strategies to safeguard Australia’s reputation for quality 
business education.

APPENDIX A:  onShore internAtionAl StudentS AS A ProPortion of All onShore StudentS  
by univerSity 2012 

state UNiVersity
oNshore 

iNterNatioNal DomestiC total
iNterNatioNal 

proportioN

NsW Charles Sturt University 3,304 32,957 36,261 9.1%

Macquarie University 10,871 27,312 38,183 28.5%

Southern Cross University 959 12,011 12,970 7.4%

The University of Sydney 11,161 41,195 52,356 21.3%

University of New England 1,254 18,677 19,931 6.3%

University of NSW 13,251 37,525 50,776 26.1%

University of Newcastle 3,758 29,101 32,859 11.4%

University of Technology, Sydney 8,482 26,879 35,361 24.0%

University of Western Sydney 3,955 35,942 39,897 9.9%

University of Wollongong 5,479 17,730 23,209 23.6%
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ViC Deakin University 7,552 35,060 42,612 17.7%

La Trobe University 6,197 25,483 31,680 19.6%

Monash University 12,581 40,948 53,529 23.5%

RMIT University 9,865 28,321 38,186 25.8%

Swinburne University of Technology 5,936 17,822 23,758 25.0%

The University of Melbourne 12,829 36,692 49,521 25.9%

University of Ballarat 4,997 6,337 11,334 44.1%

Victoria University 3,609 17,970 21,579 16.7%

QlD Bond University 2,172 4,026 6,198 35.0%

Central Queensland University 5,334 13,097 18,431 28.9%

Griffith University 9,071 32,131 41,202 22.0%

James Cook University 2,891 14,487 17,378 16.6%

Queensland University of Technology 6,779 37,300 44,079 15.4%

The University of Queensland 11,324 35,539 46,863 24.2%

University of Southern Queensland 5,822 20,882 26,704 21.8%

University of the Sunshine Coast 960 8,789 9,749 9.8%

Wa Curtin University of Technology 8,573 30,418 38,991 22.0%

Edith Cowan University 3,190 22,151 25,341 12.6%

Murdoch University 2,144 14,016 16,160 13.3%

The University of Notre Dame Australia 381 9,859 10,240 3.7%

The University of Western Australia 3,997 19,740 23,737 16.8%

sa Flinders University of South Australia 2,328 17,710 20,038 11.6%

The University of Adelaide 6,298 18,671 24,969 25.2%

University of South Australia 5,296 24,679 29,975 17.7%

tas University of Tasmania 3,314 20,075 23,389 14.2%

Nt Charles Darwin University 821 9,078 9,899 8.3%

aCt The Australian National University 5,383 14,704 20,087 26.8%

University of Canberra 2,963 12,109 15,072 19.7%

mUlti-state Australian Catholic University 2,920 20,721 23,641 12.4%

Total (Universities) 218,001 888,144 1,106,145 19.7%

Total 2011 228,408 845,101 1,073,509 21.3%

% change on 2011 -4.6% 5.1% 3.0%

SoURcE: Aei (2013b) .
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Opportunities for Asian Students 
to Study Accounting in Australian 
Universities 
Barry Cooper

introduCtion 
International education is Australia’s third largest 
export, generating income of $16.4 billion in 2010–11 
(DIAC, 2011), and its largest service export, as well 
as a source of domestic economic growth (GO8, 
2011). More than half of Australia’s international 
students undertake commerce and management 
studies and 80% now come from Asia, mostly from 
China, India, South Korea, Vietnam and Thailand 
(Table 1). However, growth has been stagnant in 
recent years, largely due to the high Australian dollar 
and increasing competition from other countries. 
Of the international students commencing a higher 
education course in 2012, 53% did so through a 
pathway from another sector. For example, more 
than one third recorded a pathway from English 
Language Intensive Courses for Overseas Students 
(Australian Education International, 2013). Others 
came from vocational education and training (VET) 
courses, non-award programs and secondary 
schools. The importance of these pathways as 
feeders into the Australian higher education sector 
is often not adequately recognised.

Most international students (80%) are engaged in 
higher education and VET courses. Of the international 
enrolments and commencements in higher education, 
‘Management and Commerce’, which includes study 
fields such as accounting, business and management, 
and sales and marketing, was the largest broad field 
of education, with about half of enrolments and 
commencements in this field (Australian Bureau of 
Statistics, 2011). 

TABLE 1: internAtionAl Student enrolment dAtA

2012 2013
%  

iNCrease
%  

iNCrease

China 149,577 150,166 0.4 28.5

India 53,929 49,265  -8.6 9.3

Republic of Korea 27,562 27,580  0.1 5.2

Vietnam 22,423 26,015  16.0 4.9

Thailand 20,142 21,762  8.0 4.1

Other nationalities 240,119 252,194  5.0 47.9

All nationalities 513,752 526,932  2.6 100.0

SoURcE: http://www.aei.gov.au/research/International-Student-Data/Pages/
default.aspx

http://www.aei.gov.au/research/International-Student-Data/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.aei.gov.au/research/International-Student-Data/Pages/default.aspx
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1. http://www.charteredaccountants.com.au/The-Institute/Who-we-are-and-what-we-do/News-and-updates/News/Migrants-skilled-occupation-list.aspx

As the figures in Table 1 indicate, the overall market for 
international students in Australia is now flat. This calls 
for a re-think of strategies to protect a market upon 
which the Australian higher education sector has come 
to rely.

demAnd for ACCountAntS in ASiA
A recent Australian Financial Review analysis of 
university course data shows that the number 
of Australians studying accounting has fallen by 
20% since 2001, with international graduates now 
vastly outnumbering local graduates. The number 
of international graduates finishing undergraduate 
accounting degrees grew by 500% between 2001 and 
2012 and by 2012 there was just one local graduate for 
every 2.5 international accounting graduates (Tadros 
and King, 2014). It is thus apparent why the flattening 
of international enrolments and the attempts to have 
accounting removed from the Skilled Occupations List 
(SOL) is concerning Australian universities and the 
accounting profession. 

Fortunately for the Australian higher education sector 
there is still a great demand for accounting and finance 
graduates in developing countries such as China, 
Vietnam and Indonesia. For example, with a population 
of 250 million and a growing economy, Indonesia 
has only an estimated 10,000 qualified accountants. 
However, the high Australian dollar and high living costs 
in Australia are dampening the numbers of international 
students coming to Australia.

Skilled oCCuPAtionS liSt
A number of key messages for retaining accountants  
on the SOL were presented in the joint submission to 
the Australian Government by the Australian accounting 
professional bodies1 and it is worthwhile citing their 
arguments which include: 

Labour market conditions for accountants are  
tight and getting tighter:

• Accountants are projected to rank amongst the  
most highly sought after occupations over the  
short, medium and longer term

• A confluence of economic conditions, significant 
regulatory changes and other dynamics is 
contributing to demand pressures

• This is occurring in the context of an increasingly 
constrained labour supply. Ageing accountants in 
some specialisations are retiring, while the pipeline  
of domestic students is declining

• Tight labour market conditions are already evident  
in rural and remote areas and in some specialisations

• The labour market outcomes for migrants  
are positive. 

Initiatives are in place to assure the quality of 
migrant accountants: 

• Prospective migrants must evidence a high level 
of English language proficiency, hold a formal 
qualification that is at least comparable to a degree, 
and cover the core knowledge requirements of  
their speciality

• Migrant accountants who become members of the 
accounting profession are subject to the regulations 
of the profession and government.

The prospect of migrating to Australia is a key  
driver of international education: 
• Half of all international students are studying 

Management and Commerce. Many of these  
are accounting students 

• International student numbers are sensitive to 
migration policy settings. If accountants are  
removed from the SOL, the reduction in enrolments 
is expected to be large

• International education is vital to the sustainability  
of the higher education sector and the prosperity  
of the economy

• The Chaney report recommended a more joined  
up approach to government policy and initiatives  
that impact international education. The SOL is  
one of them.

Accountant migrants help meet skilled migration targets. 

The accounting professional bodies also argue that 
the current process of annual review of the SOL by the 
Australian Workforce and Productivity Agency (AWPA) 
is too blunt and with little flexibility. Annual reviews are 
too frequent, with prospective migrants having little 
certainty from one year to the next as to whether they 
would be eligible under this migration pathway. It is 
also argued by the accounting professional bodies that 

http://www.charteredaccountants.com.au/The-Institute/Who-we-are-and-what-we-do/News-and-updates/News/Migrants-skilled-occupation-list.aspx
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the SOL is too narrowly focused. While the intent of 
the annual review is to take into account labour market 
conditions emerging over the medium to longer term,  
its ability to do so is constrained by the data, which is  
on current labour market conditions only.

However, an observation from the Australian 
Department of Employment (DOE) (Australian 
Government, 2013, p. 1) is that: 

… there are large fields of qualified applicants 
for accountant vacancies but employers 
regard the vast majority as being unsuitable. 
Surveyed employers generally sought qualified 
accountants with specific skills or experience 
and strong communication skills, and most 
were unwilling or unable to compromise on 
their criteria. 

Furthermore, in a submission to the AWPA, the DOE 
argues against retaining accounting on the SOL. The 
DOE present three main arguments. First, that ongoing 
inclusion on the SOL sends a message to potential 
migrants that they will readily gain employment. 
However, as Honeywood (2014) observes, the DOE 
is relying on historical rather than trend data and ‘… 
given that a typical international student may take five 
years of study in Australia to graduate in accounting, 
there is clear logic as to why factoring in the medium-
term perspective has merit’ (Honeywood, 2014, p. 12). 
This view is supported by the Australian accounting 
professional bodies.

Second, that it is more appropriate to use targeted 
migration through employer-sponsored programs. 
However, this can involve considerable transaction 
costs. The solution proposed by the accounting bodies 
in their joint submission is greater use of the Department 
of Immigration’s SkillSelect online migration application 
service, whereby potential migrants can be assessed by 
a points test that is based on scores that reflect targets 
for skilled migration. 

The third argument is that the unemployment rate is 
edging up, which should result in a curbing of migration. 
However, as noted by Tardos and King (2014), the 
number of Australians studying accounting has fallen 
20% since 2001. Furthermore, as Honeywood (2014,  
p. 13) observes: 

… the fluidity of accounting as a globally mobile 
qualification is a factor the DOE submission 
overlooks. A key point here is surely that if other 
nations want to employ our Australian-educated 
domestic students, then why would Australian 
employers not wish to employ Australian-
educated overseas born accounting graduates?

The DOE pursues various other arguments and one 
senses it is probably only a matter of time before 
accounting comes off the SOL list. While there is 
anecdotal evidence that such a delisting will adversely 
impact significantly on international students 
undertaking accounting courses (and thus on university 
revenues given the popularity of accounting amongst 
international students), there is no evidence of what 
exactly would be the impact.

Furthermore, it can be argued that there is some merit in 
the DOE view noted above that there are large numbers 
of qualified applicants for accountant vacancies but that 
employers regard many of them as unsuitable. To help 
address this, Gribble and Blackmore (2012) suggest that 
universities should do more to support international 
students. As they observe p. 350): 

… concern among Australian employers that 
international graduates lack the necessary 
English proficiency, knowledge of Australian 
recruitment practices and work culture as 
well as other generic employment attributes, 
suggests that more needs to be done to 
incorporate English language support, career 
education and experiential learning into the 
curriculum at Australian universities.

One could argue that many Australian universities have 
been price gouging their international business students 
for years and that maybe it is time universities put 
more back into their teaching, welfare and employment 
prospects. As Gribble and Blackmore (2012, p. 350) 
further observe: 

… importantly, the provision of some form of 
work integrated learning is likely to enhance 
the employability of international graduates 
by providing international students with the 
opportunity to contextualise new knowledge 
within the socio-cultural and functional 
environment of the Australian workplace.
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StrAtegieS to AttrACt internAtionAl 
StudentS to Study ACCounting in 
AuStrAliAn univerSitieS – AddreSSing  
the volAtility of the AuStrAliAn dollAr
There is increasing competition for international 
students, especially from the US, arguably the 
most attractive destination, where universities have 
increasingly turned to the international market since the 
global financial crisis. Further, as Lane (2013) observes, 
tuition fees and living costs faced by international 
students have jumped 166% over a decade, impacting 
on Australia’s competitive advantage as the sector faces 
renewed competition. As long as the Australian dollar 
remains high and cities like Melbourne and Sydney are 
amongst the most expensive cities in the world in which 
to live, universities cannot continue to treat international 
business students as ‘cash cows’ as in the past. While 
universities continue to rely mainly on the traditional 
model of students coming to Australia for their three 
year commerce degree, in a much more competitive 
environment broader strategies may be called for. 

There is plenty of anecdotal evidence that the best 
promotion is by word of mouth but how many 
universities go that extra distance to really make their 
international students, paying considerable fees and 
high living costs, feel special? Maybe it is time to 
be innovative and allocate a portion of international 
students’ fees to providing extra support for 
international students. Examples could include a fee-
hedging scheme to protect students against the volatile 
Australian dollar, special mentor schemes, elocution 
lessons and rebates on university accommodation. 

A particular issue impacting on international student 
demand for Australian university courses is the volatility 
of the Australian dollar. Historically, volatility in currency 
markets has had adverse impacts on the education 
sector in Australia (Gomis-Porqueras and Lee, 2014). 
Abbott and Ali (2009) use data from 2000–2004 to 
study the impact of exchange rate volatility on student 
enrolments in Australia and New Zealand. They find that 
the impact of exchange rate variations and university 
reputation both have an impact on the choice of study 
destinations for international students. Higher exchange 
rate volatility reduced the number of enrolments. Ho 
et al. (2005) also found that the cost of tuition fees and 

living expenses is influenced by fluctuations in exchange 
rates. There may be some advantages in offering 
the option of tuition hedging for some international 
students. In their study, Gomis-Porqueras and Lee (2014) 
found that for countries such as China and Singapore, 
it appears that the increase in the income per capita in 
these countries is a big push factor and more important 
than fluctuations in the exchange rate. However, they 
noted that (p. 2): 

… for the remaining countries where income 
growth has not been as strong in the recent 
past, there is a clear correlation between 
exchange rates and enrolment, where a weaker 
Australian dollar is associated with higher 
enrolment numbers. It is also possible that in 
the event of a slowing down of the economies 
in China and Singapore in the future, such a 
correlation might become more relevant for 
students from those countries.

An exchange rate guarantee would arguably be a  
great tool to attract more overseas students to a 
university and also help reduce attrition attributable  
to economic volatility. As Gomis-Porqueras and  
Lee (2014, p. 5) observe: 

… it provides an assurance to students that a 
fixed amount of money in their local currency 
will be sufficient for their tuition fees and 
they will not have to worry if the exchange 
rate over the duration of their studies moves 
against them. It also signals that the school 
is innovative, caring and sophisticated in its 
understanding of the global macroeconomic 
environment. 

It would be much easier and cheaper for universities 
with large numbers of foreign students to engage in 
such hedging than it is for individual students. This 
is particularly important for students in developing 
countries who have minimal access to financial  
markets and financial products. Gomis-Porqueras  
and Lee (2014, p. 5) further note that: 

… as universities already have a business 
relationship with their bank, implementing such 
an initiative with the bank’s foreign exchange 
unit should not be difficult and a great 
opportunity for both parties. 
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Whether it is currency hedging or other initiatives 
such as those mentioned above, it will be the savvy 
universities that will be the winners in the competition 
for the future international student dollar. 

forging PArtnerShiPS with  
foreign univerSitieS
Australian universities need to spread their risk and not 
primarily rely on the traditional ‘bring them in for three 
years, teach them and send them home’ strategy. It 
is generally prestigious for an Asian student to have 
a foreign degree from countries such as Australia. 
One opportunity is to develop relationships with good 
universities in countries such as China and India, so that 
students who have completed their degrees in their 
home countries can ‘top up’ with a foreign degree in 
Australia. It is possible to exempt up to two thirds of a 
degree program based on a degree earned elsewhere, 
so a student with a completed degree in China or 
India could come to Australia and use exemptions 
to obtain an Australian commerce degree in just one 
year. If relationships are developed with good overseas 
universities and some flexibility is used in giving credit 
for prior studies, a university can gain a constant flow 
of good students completing the final year of their 
commerce degrees. This would require cooperation by 
the accounting professional bodies, as accreditation is 
important and also may require some guidance in regard 
to the subjects to be studied. Moreover, this approach 
can be a ‘win-win’ for all parties. 

bACk to the future – good old  
fAShioned twinning ProgrAmS
It is worth considering the experience of RMIT and 
Curtin University with their very successful accounting 
twinning programs in Malaysia during the 1980s 
and 1990s. Malaysia was a much poorer and less 
developed country in those days and Chinese and 
Indian Malaysians found it difficult to gain entrance into 
Malaysian universities due to the government policy 
in place at the time. The twinning programs with two 
years in Malaysia and one in Australia were popular, 
as students could study the first two years of their 
degree with local fees and local living costs and travel 
to Australia for the final year only. These programs were 
also strongly supported by the Malaysian Government, 

as they saved foreign exchange. Furthermore, the 
programs were accredited by CPA Australia and the 
introduction of local variants in tax and company 
law added to their attractiveness. Some twinning 
programs still operate in Malaysia but there are greater 
opportunities now in developing countries such as 
Cambodia, Indonesia and Vietnam. However, finding  
a good in-country partner, quality control and 
professional accreditation are all important issues  
that have to be addressed. 

ConCluSion 
In an increasingly globalised world and with the 
extensive availability of educational opportunities via 
the internet, we are in a period of constant change. 
Australian universities are facing the challenge of a 
high Australian dollar that has contributed to forcing 
many manufacturing organisations out of business. If 
Australian universities do not change and adapt and be 
more innovative in attracting and retaining international 
students, they may experience similar problems.  
As Chaney (2013, p. i) observes: 

… while Australia’s international education 
sector is in good shape as a leading destination, 
it is on the cusp of embracing a changed global 
future with significant competitor challenges. 
Among these are rising costs, including the 
high value of the Australian dollar, and a new 
generation of students for whom a global career 
and mobility opportunities are major driving 
factors in their choice of study destination. 

Australian universities and academics can no longer take 
international students and jobs in accounting schools for 
granted. As Jack Welsh, former CEO of General Electric 
is reported as saying ‘… if the rate of change inside an 
organisation is less than outside, the end is in sight’. 
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introduCtion
China is emerging as a leading force in accounting 
in Asia, having restarted its modern accounting 
profession at the beginning of its opening up to 
the world 30 years ago. Accountants have played 
a critical role in the transformation of China’s 
economy, especially in the areas of transparency 
and corporate governance. 

China’s accounting profession has grown to a 
considerable scale, and now influences the profession 
globally. Great challenges remain. The last decade 
has seen a rash of accounting scandals so pervasive 
that Chinese companies are often referred to as ‘fraud 
caps’. The accounting profession has come under 
fire for alleged audit failures, yet the problem may be 
partly rooted in attempts to adopt Western accounting 
and auditing standards without adapting them to local 
cultural and business conditions. 

Chinese accounting firm leaders have usually adopted  
a patriarchal leadership style that balances benevolence 
with authoritarianism. This is a leadership style inherited 
from Confucian values, but one that appears to be in 
conflict with the needs of knowledge-based workers. 
Can Chinese accounting firms find the leaders to seize 
the incredible opportunities before them? 

This article will consider three key issues related to the 
development of the accounting profession in China. 
First, it examines the development of the profession and 
how the profession continues to increase its influence 
on Chinese business. Second, it briefly discusses the 

adaptation of global accounting and auditing standards 
in China, and how the failure to properly adapt these 
standards to local conditions may have contributed to 
the considerable number of accounting scandals among 
Chinese companies in recent years. Finally, it addresses 
the challenges of leadership in Chinese accounting firms, 
where conventional Chinese leadership styles may not 
be suitable for managing knowledge-based workers. 

globAliSAtion of the ACCounting ProfeSSion
The accounting profession has seen three waves of 
globalisation. The first began in the 1890s and lasted 
until World War II. During this period British firms 
began to expand, first to the US and then to other major 
territories, following the flow of capital from the UK to 
her current and former colonies (Daniels et al., 1989; 
DeMond, 1951). 

The second wave of globalisation followed the rapid 
expansion of multinational corporations following World 
War II. By the 1970s, the major accounting firms known 
as the Big Eight had largely filled out their international 
networks by admitting member firms in nearly every 
country in the free world (Annisette, 2000; Baskerville 
and Hay, 2010; Wallerstedt, 2001). 

A third period commenced with the opening of markets 
in the former communist states of the Soviet Union 
and China (Cooper et al., 1998; Gillis, 2014; Kirsch et al., 
2000; Mennicken, 2010). The Big Four firms followed 
their multinational clients into these markets much 
as they had done in earlier expansions. But they also 

Challenges Facing the Accounting 
Profession in China
paUl gillis
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found a new market for former state-owned enterprises 
seeking capital in global markets. In China, the Big Four 
firms grew to include thousands of professionals, and 
speculation arose as to when these China member  
firms might overtake the size of established US and  
UK member firms.

emergenCe of loCAl CPA firmS
China was not content to allow the Big Four to dominate 
its accounting markets. Local Chinese accounting firms 
all emerged from the state. When the profession was 
re-established in 1980, it was placed firmly under the 
control of the state, with most firms operating as part 
of local finance bureaus. The plan to start CPA firms 
was ‘…just one step away from the planned economy 
and was of the nature of a very careful trial’ (Hao, 1999, 
p. 292). There were practical as well as ideological 
reasons to keep the profession tightly tied to the 
state. Convincing accountants to give up secure and 
prestigious positions to join speculative new accounting 

firms would have been difficult. Under China’s iron 
rice bowl system of lifetime employment, it was 
necessary for these accountants to have a lifeline back 
to their work units and to retain access to the housing, 
medical care and retirement benefits available to state 
employees (Gillis, 2014). 

Chinese regulators discovered that an accounting 
profession that was owned and controlled by the state 
lacked independence and had no credibility in global 
financial circles. Chinese accounting regulators, led by 
Chinese Institute of Certified Public Accountants (CICPA) 
Director General Ding Pingzhun, pushed Chinese 
CPA firms to separate from the state. There was great 
resistance to separation, because government units with 
successful accounting firms did not want to let them go, 
and badly operated firms were not willing to leave the 
support of the state (P. Ding, 2006, p. 18). Nevertheless, 
regulators pushed forward, and accounting firms were 
required to separate from the state by the end of 1999 
(Dai et al., 2000).

TABLE 1: CAPitAl rAiSed on ChineSe StoCk eXChAngeS by tyPe of Control

year
state 

CoNtrol priVate CoNtrol other CoNtrol total raiseD % priVate

1999 102,285 4,089 14,383 120,756 3%

2000 221,494 19,180 13,616 254,290 8%

2001 135,235 15,679 11,921 162,836 10%

2002 77,864 8,614 4,389 90,866 9%

2003 69,586 16,528 3,897 90,011 18%

2004 94,028 14,140 2,509 110,676 13%

2005 28,750 3,524 160 32,434 11%

2006 191,467 18,735 2,060 212,262 9%

2007 684,419 78,557 8,097 771,073 10%

2008 228,312 80,327 7,628 316,267 25%

2009 394,243 859,926 31,971 1,286,140 67%

2010 371,177 532,750 39,715 943,642 56%

2011 267,836 430,177 33,143 731,156 59%

2012 134,117 269,705 18,084 421,906 64%

Total 3,000,813 2,351,931 191,573 5,544,315 42%

SoURcE: ccer. other control includes foreign, collective, social group, employee and not determinable. rmB millions. 
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China’s stock markets had been closed following the 
1949 Revolution but reopened in 1990. The listing of 
state-owned enterprises on China’s stock exchanges 
created a booming audit market for both Big Four 
and local CPA firms (Table 1). The Big Four handled 
companies that listed both in China and abroad, while 
local firms audited most companies that chose to list 
only in China. Chinese listings boomed after the opening 
of ChiNext, China’s answer to NASDAQ, which was 
designed to provide greater access to capital for China’s 
rapidly developing private sector.

the ACCounting ProfeSSion in ChinA todAy
Table 2 lists the 20 largest accounting firms in China  
in 2012. The firms have grown to a considerable size 
over the past decade. The Big Four have dominated  
the market for accounting services until recently. In 
2013, two of China’s largest local firms merged to  
form Ruihua, which vaulted into third place over  
EY and KPMG. Ruihua combined the member firms  
of international networks Crowe Horwath and RSM  
(Wang, 2013). The firm has indicated a desire to  
remain affiliated with both networks. 

TABLE 2: toP 20 ChineSe ACCounting firmS in 2012

raNk eNglish BraND reVeNUe partNers Cpas BraNChes

1 PwC 3,226 2 895 15

2 DTT 3,045 2 747 15

3 RSM/Crowe Horwath 2,437 334 1951 40

4 EY 2,236 2 884 14

5 KPMG 2,136 2 615 12

6 BDO 1,774 115 1612 28

7 Daxin 1,366 53 1056 13

8 Pan-China 1,105 119 1169 13

9 Shinewing 1,041 106 933 18

10 Dahua 1,003 102 960 17

11 Baker Tilly 812 34 714 18

12 Grant Thornton 746 120 724 16

13 China Audit 534 33 642 20

14 Zhonghui 529 24 269 12

15 Union Power 441 22 353 11

16 Reanda 426 31 525 20

17 Huayin Wuzhou 354 16 440 11

18 Beijing Xinghua 341 51 509 14

19 Zhongtianyun 302 22 394 10

20 Zhongxingcai Guanghua 261 15 563 11

SoURcE: cicPA (www.cicpa.org.cn/Bnie/201308/t20130806_41919.html). revenue in rmB millions. Big four partners reflect only the two joint venture partners.

http://www.cicpa.org.cn/BNIE/201308/t20130806_41919.html
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ComPArAtive meASureS of ChineSe 
ACCounting firmS
Although a sizeable accounting profession has 
developed in China, it remains underdeveloped when 
compared to other major economies. Table 3 compares 
the top 100 accounting firms in China with the top  
100 accounting firms in Australia, the US and the UK. 

Concentration measures are commonly used to examine 
the competitiveness of a market. Four firm (CR4) and 
eight firm (CR8) concentration ratios measure the share 
of a market held by the four and eight largest firms 
respectively. The Herfindahl-Hirschman Index (HHI)  
is a statistical measure of market concentration 
determined by summing the square of the market  
shares of all participants in a market and reflects 
the relative size and distribution of firms in a market 
(Rhoades, 1993). 

China’s accounting market is less concentrated than 
the Australian, US and UK markets. HHI measures of 
less than 1,000 indicate competitive markets under US 
anti-trust guidelines, while markets with HHI over 1800 
are considered highly concentrated. China’s accounting 
market HHI of 478 indicates a highly competitive market. 

PwC is the largest accounting firm in Australia, China, 
and the UK and is second to Deloitte in the US. The 
China firm of PwC is much smaller than PwC’s firms in 
Australia, the UK and the US. At the first quartile of top 
100 firms, as well as at the median and third and fourth 
quartiles, accounting firms in each country other than 
the US are of comparable size as at 2012. Accordingly, 
the accounting profession in China so far has developed 
to look much like the market in Australia and the UK. 
However, with local firms in China growing much faster 
than the Big Four, a new pattern is likely to develop, 
with much larger local firms than are present in other 
countries and a smaller Big Four presence in China 
compared to other countries. 

Many of China’s large accounting firms have affiliated with 
global accounting networks (Table 4). Global affiliations 
have enabled these firms to serve Chinese enterprises 
as they expand abroad, and serve as a valuable source 
of referrals for inbound work. Not all Chinese firms have 
tied themselves to international networks. Shinewing, 
while being a member of the Praxity referral network, 
has opted to build its own international network. 
Shinewing has opened offices in Australia, Hong Kong, 
Singapore, and Tokyo (Khadem, 2013). 

TABLE 3: ComPAriSon of AuStrAliA, uS, uk And ChinA CPA firmS ACCounting firmS in 2012

aUstralia  
top 100

Us 
top 100

Uk 
top 100

ChiNa 
top 100

coNcENTRATIoN MEASURES:

Concentration Ratio 4 .5974 .7393 .7298 .3480

Concentration Ratio 8 .7178 .8160 .8318 .5509

Herfindahl-Hirschman Index 970 1505 1420 478

REvENUE MEASURES: (US$ MILLIoNS)

Mean 83.6  494.7 167.9  49.9 

Largest 1,478.9 13,067.0 3,900.2  512.1 

1st quartile (25th) 43.2  125.0 37.0  41.49

Median (50th) 11.6  61.0 17.9  12.85 

3rd quartile (75th) 5.7  40.0 9.0  7.36 

Smallest (100th) 4.3  31.0 3.8  3.75 

SoURcES: Brw top 100, Accounting Today top 100, Accountancy Age top 100, and cicPA top 100 (www.brw.com.au/lists/top-100-accounting-firms/2012/digital.
accountingtoday.com/accountingtoday/2012top100; www.accountancyage.com/aa/.../50-shades-of-firm-the-2012-top50-50; http://www.cicpa.org.cn/Registration/
pingjia/201307/t20130717_41752.html). rmB converted at 6.30. uK£ at 1.58. A$ at 1.04.

http://www.brw.com.au/lists/top-100-accounting-firms/2012/digital.accountingtoday.com/accountingtoday/2012top100%3B%20www.accountancyage.com/aa/.../50-shades-of-firm-the-2012-top50-50%3B%20http://www.cicpa.org.cn/Registration/pingjia/201307/t20130717_41752.html
http://www.brw.com.au/lists/top-100-accounting-firms/2012/digital.accountingtoday.com/accountingtoday/2012top100%3B%20www.accountancyage.com/aa/.../50-shades-of-firm-the-2012-top50-50%3B%20http://www.cicpa.org.cn/Registration/pingjia/201307/t20130717_41752.html
http://www.brw.com.au/lists/top-100-accounting-firms/2012/digital.accountingtoday.com/accountingtoday/2012top100%3B%20www.accountancyage.com/aa/.../50-shades-of-firm-the-2012-top50-50%3B%20http://www.cicpa.org.cn/Registration/pingjia/201307/t20130717_41752.html
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TABLE 4: PrACtiCe nAmeS of toP 20 ACCounting firmS in ChinA (2012)
raNk Name iN ChiNese Name iN piNyiN eNglish BraND iNt’l aFFiliatioN

1 普华永道中天会计师事务所 Puhua Yongdao Zhongtian PwC PwC

2 德勤华永会计师事务所 Deqin Huayong DTT DTT

3 瑞华会计师事务所 Ruihua RSM/Crowe Horwath RSM/Crowe Horwath

4 安永华明会计师事务所 Anyong Huaming EY EY

5 立信会计师事务所 Lixin BDO BDO

6 毕马威华振会计师事务所 Bimawei Huazhen KPMG KPMG

7 大信会计师事务所 Daxin Daxin PKF 

8 天健会计师事务所 Tianjian Pan-China Unaffiliated

9 信永中和会计师事务所 Xinyong Zhonghe Shinewing Praxity

10 大华会计师事务所 Dahua Daxin Unaffiliated

11 天职国际会计师事务所 Tianzhi Guoji Baker Tilly Baker Tilly

12 致同会计师事务所 Zhitong Grant Thornton Grant Thornton

13 中审亚太会计师事务所 Zhongzhen Yatai China Audit Unaffiliated

14 中汇会计师事务所 Zhonghui Zhonghui Unaffiliated

15 众环海华会计师事务所 Zhonghuan Haihua Union Power Unaffiliated

16 北京兴华会计师事务所 Beijing Xinghua Beijing Xinghua Moore Stephens 

17 中兴财光华会计师事务所 Zhong Xing Cai Guanghua Zhong Xing Cai Guanghua Unaffiliated

18 华寅五洲会计师事务所 Huayin Wuzhou Huayin Wuzhou HLB International

19 利安达会计师事务所 Lianda Reanda Reanda Int’l

20 中天运会计师事务所 Zhongtianyun Zhongtianyun Unaffiliated

SoURcE: ciPcA (http://www.cicpa.org.cn/Registration/pingjia/201307/t20130717_41752.html) and firm websites. ordered by 2012 revenue.

inveSting in CorPorAte governAnCe
Figure 1 shows revenue of the Top 100 CPA firms in 
China, and separately reports the revenue of the Big 
Four accounting firms included in the Top 100 firms 
(each of the Big Four is included in the Top 100) and the 
revenue of local firms that are included in the Top 100 
firms. The CICPA provide the data in annual reports. 

The figure illustrates that the accounting profession in 
China has experienced significant growth rates, with 
the Top 100 firms growing at an annual rate of 22% 
over the decade ending in 2012. Both Big Four firms 
and local firms grew at the same 22% rate over the 10 
year period, although the Big Four have shown greater 
volatility in their annual growth rate. 
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FIgURE 1:  growth rAteS of ACCounting  
firmS in ChinA

The Big Four achieved their highest growth rate in 
revenue of 57.8% in 2004 and has seen slower growth 
since. In 2008, Big Four growth rates collapsed 
precipitously as the global financial crisis developed. 
The Big Four experienced a decline in revenue in China 
in 2009 of 12.1%, but returned to growth in 2010. 
Nonetheless, Big Four growth rates in China have 
lagged those of local firms since 2008. 

It is well established in the accounting and finance 
literature that companies employ monitors and bonding 
mechanisms, such as external accountants, to mitigate 
agency conflicts between company managers and 
outside shareholders (Jensen and Meckling, 1976). 
Fan and Wong (2004) found that external auditors play 
a particularly important corporate governance role in 
East Asian markets where legal systems and other 
conventional corporate control systems are weaker in 
protecting investors. Spending on outside accountants 
can be viewed as a measure of investment in corporate 
governance. If spending on outside accountants 
increases at a pace greater than the expansion of the 
economy, the higher spending represents an investment 

in corporate governance. Such investment indicates the 
country is increasing the role of outside accountants in 
the economy by spending a greater share of national 
resources on accounting services. 

Also, Figure 1 illustrates that the growth in accounting 
fees of the Top 100 CPA firms in China has exceeded the 
growth in China’s gross domestic product (GDP) every 
year from 2003 to 2012 with the exception of 2009. 
Over the entire 10 year period, China’s GDP grew at an 
average annual rate of 10% while accounting fees of the 
Top 100 CPA firms grew at an average annual rate of 
22%. The fact that revenue of top accounting firms was 
growing at a rate more than double the rate of growth 
in the general economy means that accounting was 
playing a bigger role in the economy. When a country’s 
accounting profession grows faster than its economy 
it is making an investment in corporate governance, 
because most of the accounting fees included in the 
CICPA data relate to auditing services. Consulting 
services remain underdeveloped in China, and are 
usually conducted in entities separate from accounting 
firms so their revenue is typically not included in the 
income reported to the CICPA (Gillis, 2014). 

While the Big Four firms grew the fastest in China 
through 2007, their growth rate dropped below local 
firms beginning in 2008 and the rate has remained 
below that of local firms. Since 2009, Big Four 
firms have been growing at a slower rate than GDP, 
suggesting a diminishing role for these firms in China. 
Local firms, however, have grown for the last 10 years 
at a rate exceeding GDP growth, The Top 100, which 
combines Big Four and local firms, has been growing 
faster than the economy since 2010, indicating that 
China continues to invest in corporate governance 
through accounting. 

APPlying globAl StAndArdS in ChinA
Over the past 25 years, China has established 
accounting and auditing standards. Among the key 
advocates for improved standards were investors in 
newly corporatised state-owned enterprises, who  
had difficulty parsing the financial statements of state-
owned enterprises (Winkle et al., 1994). China launched 
a series of reforms beginning in 1992 that have brought 
Chinese accounting standards in line with international 
standards (Peng and van der Laan Smith, 2010). As 
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part of the reform process, China began to participate 
in international standard setting. In 2007, Chinese 
accounting scholar Zhang Wei Guo was appointed 
as the first Chinese member of the International 
Accounting Standards Board (IASB). On 8 November 
2008, IASB chairman Sir David Tweedie signed a 
memorandum that declared Chinese standards as being 
substantially converged with International Financial 
Reporting Standards (IFRS) except on three points, each 
of which was addressed shortly thereafter (Y. Ding and 
Su, 2008). One of the exceptions involved the definition 
of related parties. Under IFRS, state-owned companies 
are considered as related parties. China lobbied for a 
change to IFRS to exclude companies under common 
state control from the definition of related parties. This 
was the first instance of China successfully changing 
international standards to meet Chinese needs. China 
was no longer merely adopting international standards; 
it was helping to shape those standards. 

China also adopted auditing standards that were 
substantially in accord with international standards. Xiao 
et al. (2000) observed that the development of standards 
was a response to the crisis of increasing fraud. On 10 
November 2010, the Chinese Auditing Standards Board 
and the International Auditing and Assurance Standards 
Board jointly announced full convergence of Chinese 
and international auditing standards (IFAC, 2010). The 
new standards did little to stem the flood of frauds 
associated with Chinese companies. 

Red Flags Consulting LLC (2014) identified 139 instances 
of alleged accounting irregularities on overseas listed 
Chinese companies. Many of these cases arose 
after short sellers attacked overseas listed Chinese 
companies alleging accounting fraud. Numerous 
additional cases of fraud were alleged against 
companies listed on China’s stock exchanges. 

In many of the cases of alleged accounting irregularities 
audit failures were also suspected, particularly in cases 
where short sellers discovered the alleged fraud before 
auditors. In 2010, the US Public Company Accounting 
Oversight Board (2010) issued a staff audit practice alert 
warning accounting firms of audit risks related to US 
listed Chinese companies. 

Failing to adapt international standards to local 
conditions may have contributed to the alleged audit 
failures. Y. Ding (2000, p. 38) observed that Chinese 
standards were often translated ‘word for word 
from their English texts’ without adapting to Chinese 
conditions. X. Chen et al. (1997) explained that the 
decision to adopt Anglo-American accounting principles 
and standards was incongruous with the socio-
economic conditions and institutional arrangements that 
prevailed in China. Modes of enterprise management 
and agency problems, non-delineated property rights, 
lack of appropriate sanctions in the legal system, and 
lack of competent accounting personnel all contributed 
to difficulties in applying international standards to 
China. In the case of US listed Chinese companies, 
American accounting and auditing standards applied, 
and these standards had obviously not considered 
Chinese conditions. 

A rash of problems with bank confirmations illustrates 
the problem with applying international auditing 
standards and practices in the Chinese environment. 
Audit practice worldwide requires independent 
confirmation of bank balances with the bank. The 
audit process is a simple one. The auditor obtains 
the bank statement, puts the balance on a preprinted 
standardised confirmation form, and sends it to the 
bank. The bank checks the balance against its records, 
signs, dates the confirmation, and returns it directly to 
the auditor. The process ensures that the auditor has  
a reliable starting point for the audit. 

In many overseas listed Chinese companies, the bank 
confirmation process was corrupted (Rapoport, 2011). 
Company officials convinced bank officials to sign false 
confirmations, relying on their strong interpersonal 
relationship with bank officials developed under the 
Chinese concept of reciprocal obligations created 
through guanxi (Gold et al., 2002). The Western 
developed bank confirmation process rests on the 
assumption that collusion between a company and the 
bank is unlikely. Under the Chinese cultural construct 
of guanxi, this assumption was incorrect. Overriding 
controls through collusion is much easier in China than 
in other countries. After repeated cash confirmation 
frauds, auditors adjusted audit methodologies to better 
meet local business conditions (Gillis, 2011). 
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leAderShiP
Chinese accounting firms, including the Chinese 
member firms of the Big Four, face considerable 
challenges as they grow to the size necessary to serve 
China’s huge markets. One of the biggest challenges  
is likely to be with the leadership of the firms. 

The concepts of leadership and management are 
often conflated. John Kotter of Harvard Business 
School explains that leadership is about changing an 
organisation while management is about controlling it 
(Kotter, 1999). Leadership, according to Kotter, involves 
coping with change by setting a direction, aligning 
people, and motivating and inspiring – often through 
leveraging informal networks within the organisation 
(Gundling et al., 2011, p. 15). Leadership is necessarily 
situational, and depends on the opportunities and 
resources available. Management practices, especially 
with respect to professional service firms, are 
standardised. Management techniques harmonise 
quickly around best practices that companies rapidly 
adopt to respond to competitive forces. Leadership 
styles, however, vary considerably around the world  
and appear to be more heavily influenced by local 
cultural values. 

Chinese leadership styles are heavily influenced by 
China’s Confucian heritage (Yang et al., 2008). Central  
to Confucian philosophy is the relationship of people. 
The Five Relationships show how society is ordered 
through mutually understood roles: 

• Father and son (loving/reverential)

• Elder brother and younger brother (gentle/respectful)

• Husband and wife (good/listening)

• Older friend and younger friend  
(considerate/deferential)

• Ruler and subject (benevolent/loyal).

A key concept in these relationships is the clear 
ordering of status based on position. Elders and 
those in leadership positions are to be benevolent and 
considerate, while those in lower positions are always 
to be loyal and deferential. Paternalism is one of the 
most salient cultural constructs of Asian management 
(Dorfman and Howell, 1988). Fahr et al. (2008) define 
paternalistic leadership as a style that combines strong 

discipline and authority with fatherly benevolence and 
moral integrity. As applied to the workplace, paternalistic 
leadership balances an employer’s authority in exchange 
for loyalty and deference from subordinates. Chinese  
are more comfortable with an unequal distribution of 
power than Westerners (Fahr et al., 2007).

leAding ACCounting ProfeSSionAlS
Western literature suggests that the paternalistic 
leadership style may not be suitable for the accounting 
profession. Von Nordenflycht (2010) observes that 
professional services firms such as exist in accounting 
rely on an intellectually skilled workforce. Intellectually 
skilled workers are difficult to hire and retain, because 
their high skills put them in a strong bargaining position 
with the firm. Highly skilled individuals are also 
notoriously difficult to manage, with strong preferences 
for autonomy and disdain for formal organisational 
processes (Greenwood and Empson, 2003; Lorsch and 
Tierney, 2002). Lowendahl (2000) and von Nordenflyct 
(2010) have described the management of knowledge 
intensive enterprises as being as difficult as ‘herding cats’. 

However, the paternalistic approach to leadership may 
have other attributes that make it more suitable for 
Chinese accounting firms. Erben and Guneser (2008) 
found that the benevolence and moral sub-dimensions 
of paternalism can be driving forces in creating a climate 
regarding ethics.

The partnership form of organisation arose in response 
to the special needs of professionals. Greenwood and 
Empson (2003) argue that partnerships are unusually 
well suited to the management of knowledge workers 
because the form offers superior incentives to 
alternative structures. Knowledge-based workers are 
attracted by the promise of partnership, opportunities 
for participation in management and governance, the 
up or out nature of most partnerships, and the flexible 
compensation systems of partnerships (Burke, 1996; 
von Nordenflycht, 2010). Ferner et al. (1995, p. 357) 
observed that the partnership form of organisation was 
so fraught with difficulties that ‘the wonder is not that 
partnerships function badly, but that they function at  
all’. Nonetheless, Greenwood et al.’s (1990) P2 model  
of partnership and professionalism is the normative  
form for professional service firms in the West. 
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Early in China’s development of its accounting 
profession, newly formed CPA firms adopted the 
corporate form of organisation. Ding Pingzhun, 
Secretary General of the Chinese Institute of CPAs 
(CICPA) pushed for the adoption of limited liability 
partnerships as early as 1994, yet widespread adoption 
of the partnership form did not take place until later. 
Ding’s primary objective was to expose partners to 
unlimited liability for their own professional actions, 
and to limit their liability for acts of their partners. It 
was viewed that the partnership form would enhance 
auditor independence and increase the quality of local 
accounting firms. 

While most Chinese accounting firms now use the 
limited liability partnership form, anecdotal evidence 
suggests that the firms do not operate in the style of 
typical Western partnership accounting firms. Many 
Chinese CPA firms, including the Big Four member 
firms in China, have a strong senior partner who uses 
a paternalistic leadership style. The firms are managed 
using an autocratic style with the senior partners’ 
decisions generally unchallenged by partners. Western 
partnership conventions such as secret balloting are 
commonly dispensed with, using arguments that full 
transparency is needed to maintain familial harmony. 
Promotions are said to focus on loyalty ahead of 
competence. 

Other Chinese accounting firms do not have an 
authoritarian leader, but rather resemble collections of 
sole proprietorships with each partner controlling his  
or her own clients and staff and with minimal sharing  
of resources and little coordinated quality control. In 
these situations, each partner tends to function using  
a patriarchal leadership style. 

Chinese CPA firms have not adopted Greenwood et al.’s 
(1990) P2 model of partnership and professionalism, 
opting instead for a familial derived model based on 
authoritarian paternalistic leadership. Is the patriarchal 
model the normative model for Asian professional 
services firms? Research suggests that authoritarian 
paternalistic leadership is negatively related to 
subordinate performance (X. Chen et al., 2014). Will this 
finding be amplified in professional services firms as the 
P2 model suggests? Will the patriarchal model provide 
the incentives to attract and retain knowledge-based 

workers, or will it prove unstable when increasingly 
experienced professionals demand a greater voice  
in the direction of their firms? Can a firm operating  
with a patriarchal leadership style grow to the size  
and geographic diversity needed to serve China’s  
giant economy? Further research into the nature of 
Asian professional services firms may help to answer 
these questions. 

ConCluSion
China’s accounting profession has emerged to become 
a powerful force in global accounting. While the Big 
Four accounting firms have dominated the Chinese 
market much as they have other markets around the 
world, resurgent Chinese firms may soon take leading 
roles in China and the world. 

Challenges remain. The wholesale adoption of foreign 
developed accounting and auditing standards without 
adaptation for local cultural and business conditions has 
arguably contributed to numerous accounting scandals 
and audit failures. 

Culture is playing a significant role in the way that 
Chinese accounting firms are led. The partnership form 
of operation conventionally used in the West is being 
adapted to the patriarchal style of leadership common 
in Asia. 

Many Chinese accountants are educated in foreign 
institutions, with Australia playing a significant role. 
Many of the Australian and New Zealand educated 
Chinese accountants will be the leaders of the Chinese 
accounting profession in the future, and will have an 
outsize role in the future of accounting worldwide. 
Australian and New Zealand accounting educators have 
an important responsibility to equip these future leaders 
with the skills and knowledge they will need to succeed. 
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The Emerging Accounting 
Profession in Indonesia: Building 
Stronger Cooperation between 
Australia and Indonesia
rosita Uli siNaga aND ersa tri WahyUNi

introduCtion
Over the last 10 years the relationship between 
Indonesia and Australia, just like any other 
relationship between neighbours, has seen its  
ups and downs. Of late the issue of phone tapping 
at the highest levels of government and of asylum 
seekers has put the relationship to the test once 
again. There remains a wide gap in understanding 
between the two countries. For example, a 2013 
Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and  
Trade (DFAT) report on the attitude of Australians 
towards Indonesia revealed that only 47% of 
Australians sampled are aware that Indonesia is 
a democracy and many mistakenly believe that 
Indonesia’s rule-making is based on the Islamic 
code. At a joint sitting of the Australian Parliament 
in 2010, Indonesian President Susilo Bambang 
Yudhoyono said:1 

Even in the age of cable television and 
internet, there are Australians who still see 
Indonesia as an authoritarian country, as a 
military dictatorship, as a hotbed of Islamic 
extremism or even as an expansionist power. 

With ongoing news about political tensions between the 
two countries, it is difficult to envisage a clear picture of 
Indonesia’s economic potential, yet alone the potential 
of professional accounting services, including the 
profession, in Indonesia. But as the report indicates that 
90% of Australians believe that the country should build 
a closer relationship with Indonesia (DFAT, 2013), there 
is great goodwill between the two countries. Hence, 
the improving relationship between the accounting 
professions in the two countries should serve the 
general interest of both. 

The 2014–15 year is exciting for the accounting 
profession in Indonesia. In February 2014 a new era 
for chartered accountants in Indonesia dawned with 
the Finance Minister Decree No 25/2014 ‘Registered 
Accountants’. In 2015 Indonesia will need to open its 
currently protected accounting services market as 
part of the ASEAN Economic Community agreement. 
Australia should not overlook this development in its 
largest close neighbour as it opens up opportunities 
for Australian accountants. The aim of this article is to 
discuss the current emerging opportunities in Indonesia 
for the accounting profession and suggest how Australia 
can best engage and participate in these developments. 

http://www.theaustralian.com.au/archive/politics/jakarta-to-make-people-smuggling-a-criminal-offence/story-e6frgczf-1225839245932
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indoneSiA: the growing eConomiC Power
Indonesia has an emerging economy and a population 
of 240 million with nearly 60% of the population of 
working age. It faces a bright economic future for 
the next 15 years. In contrast with many developed 
countries, which are still recovering from the global 
financial crisis, Indonesia’s economy has been growing 
steadily at the rate of 6% per annum over the last five 
years. Indonesia’s middle income earners currently 
number about 35 million people, which is more than the 
total Australian population of nearly 24 million. Indonesia 
offers lucrative markets for good quality products and 
services and can be tapped by Australian companies as 
well as accounting firms.

Indonesia has about 45,000 corporations of which over 
450 are listed. The Company Act 2007 only requires 
companies above a minimum asset threshold to be 
audited. Although approximately 600,000 corporations 
are above that asset threshold, enforcement of the 
Government’s audit report requirement is not strong. 
Thus many private companies choose not to be audited 
unless their banks and creditors require it. Nevertheless, 
it is important to note that the demand for audited 
reports also arises for non-government organisations 
(NGOs), cooperatives, universities and higher education 
institutions, political parties, state-owned enterprises 
and provincial government enterprises. The market 
for audited financial reports is about 300,000 entities. 
Astonishingly, at the moment, public practice 
accountants in Indonesia only produce about 20,000 
audit opinions a year, which makes for an untapped 
market for audit services in Indonesia. 

Since the Soeharto regime ended in 1998, Indonesia 
has undergone reform toward a decentralised economy 
where provinces are bestowed with greater authority 
to manage local economies. Now, 16 years later, that 
strategy has created many local conglomerates and 
entrepreneurs; these businesses are sometimes run 
with a lack of transparency and accountability because 
of the scarcity of accountants outside the big cities of 
Java. This is a further untapped market for accounting 
services, assurance and non-assurance, as well as 
management consultancy. 

the indoneSiAn ACCounting ProfeSSion 
The total number of accountants in Indonesia is not easy 
to determine. As of 20 September 2013, the Ministry of 
Finance had issued 52,204 registered accountant (RA) 
certificates. But the Ministry of Finance only issues the 
certificates and never monitors these thereafter, and the 
number of certificates may include about 10–20% of 
accountants who have passed away. Thus, the numbers 
of members of the professional accounting association 
may be more of a representative number – about 15,000 
accountants (see Table 1).

TABLE 1: the indoneSiAn ACCounting ProfeSSion

aCCoUNtiNg proFessioN NUmBer

Registered accountant certificates issued by 
Ministry of Finance as at 20 Sept 2013 52,204

Members of the Indonesian Institute of  
Accountants (as of July 2013) 14,735

Members of the Indonesian Institute of  
Certified Public Accountants (as of July 2013) 1,511

Practising public accountants (as of 20 Sept 2013) 995

Public accounting firms 382

Accounting firms affiliated with international/ 
foreign firms 48

SoURcE: PPAJP, 2013b.

Before February 2014, those eligible for the certificate 
should have obtained a four-year undergraduate degree 
in accounting and another two years of professional 
education. Work experience is not compulsory to 
attain an RA certificate and there is no obligation to 
be a member of a professional association. While the 
International Federation of Accountants stipulates 
that accountants need to obtain certain credits 
for continuous professional education, this is not 
compulsory for RAs. With this weak control, many RAs, 
after gaining their certificate, work in a non-accounting 
field such as marketing, and their accountant title cannot 
be revoked because there is no obligation to renew their 
RA certification. 



The AccounTing Profession’s engAgemenT wiTh AsiA88

The regulation is more stringent if an accountant wishes 
to practise as a public accountant. Again this is also 
subject to change as the public accountant law was 
enacted in 2011, but until recently, it took years for 
somebody to become a CPA. First the person needed 
to become an RA (pass the undergraduate degree plus 
professional degree) before they were able to sit for 
a CPA exam. The CPA exam is a two-day exam and 
the pass rate is low. But since September 2013, the 
minimum requirement to sit the CPA exam has been 
changed to the need to complete an undergraduate 
degree in accounting. Students do not have to graduate 
from a professional degree (or do not have to hold RA 
status) to sit for a CPA exam. 

After passing the CPA exam, to earn a CPA certificate 
the candidate has to provide evidence of three years of 
work experience to become a member of the Indonesian 
Institute of Certified Public Accountants (IAPI). To be 
able to sign an audited report, accountants have to 
apply to the Ministry of Finance for a licence and need 
a minimum of 1,500 hours of previous audit experience 
before the licence can be granted. Currently IAPI has 
1,511 members (data as of July 2013) but only 995 have 
a licence to practise as a public accountant (data as of 
20 September 2013).

The Indonesian Institute of Accountants (IAI), the largest 
and oldest accounting association in the country, is a 
member of the International Federation of Accountants 
and has 14,735 members as of July 2013. These are 
mostly RA certificate holders. The other organisation, 
IAPI, used to be part of the IAI, but in 2007 it became  
an independent organisation. An accountant can 
become a member of IAI and also a member of IAPI, 
but practising public accountants need to be a member 
of IAPI to attain a practising licence from the Ministry 
of Finance. IAPI is the organisation for auditors, 
whereas IAI has a broader membership and includes 
public sector accountants, accounting academics 
and accountants working in the private sector and 
NGOs. Indonesia also has a smaller organisation for 
management accountants named Institut Akuntan 
Manajemen Indonesia (Indonesian Institute of 

Management Accountant (IAMI)), which currently has 
about 200 members.

A bureau under the Ministry of Finance called ‘the 
Accountant and Appraiser Supervisory Centre’ (PPAJP) 
has oversight of the practice of accounting firms and 
appraisers. PPAJP is also a member of the International 
Forum of Independent Auditor Regulators (IFIAR). 
The bureau issues RA certificates as well as licences 
for practising public accountants and has a right to 
administer sanctions to CPAs who violate the regulations. 

ChAllengeS And oPPortunitieS for the 
indoneSiAn ACCounting ProfeSSion
Indonesia faces many challenges if it is to ensure 
an adequate number of competent, professional 
accountants across Indonesia. It is an archipelago 
country with 34 provinces, but most accountants and 
public accountants live in the western part of Indonesia 
where economic activities are more robust. However, 
since the introduction of the decentralisation policy in 
2000, the economy of eastern Indonesia is also thriving 
and in need of accounting services. 

With only 995 practising public accountants, Indonesia 
is lagging behind many ASEAN countries (see Table 3). 
In addition the population of accountants is ageing. 
Of the 995 practising CPAs, 55% are over 55 years 
old and 35% of those still practising are over 60 years 
old. Rather alarmingly, given the expanding economy, 
the growth of the accounting profession in Indonesia 
is stagnant or in decline – in fact, in 2013 the number 
of practising CPAs is lower than it was in 2012 (1,016 
people in 2012 and 995 in 2013) as illustrated in Table 2 
(PPAJP, 2013b). Practising CPAs are classified as those 
who can sign an audited report. 

Another challenge for improving the service quality 
of accounting firms in Indonesia is that there are too 
many public accounting firms with only one partner. 
Indonesia has 382 public accounting firms (with only 
995 practising CPAs) and about half of these only 
have one partner. The Big Four and other international 
accounting firms such as BDO, Grant Thornton and 
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Mazars Moores Rowland are present in Indonesia, with 
Big Four accounting firms dominating the services 
provided to listed companies. But most big firm offices 
are concentrated in Jakarta or on Java, meaning that 
organisations outside Java have limited access to quality 
accounting services. 

The new Public Accountant Law 2011 (Law no. 
5/2011) provides a legal framework that governs public 
accountant practices in Indonesia. As mandated by 
the law, in 2012 Indonesia established the Public 
Accountant Oversight Board, which consists of various 
stakeholders (Ministry of Finance, Accounting Standard 
Setter, Auditing Standard Setter, etc) and provides policy 
guidelines for public accounting practices in Indonesia. 
This board meets on a regular basis to discuss various 
strategic issues regarding the standard of auditing and 
issues in auditing practice. The quality of audit services 
should be improved in the future with these new legal 
and institutional developments. 

Indonesia’s growing economy needs to be supported 
by a sound accounting profession to ensure businesses 
are run in a transparent and accountable way. The 
growing economy and the low number of accountants 
in comparison with neighbouring countries provides 
opportunities for accountants from ASEAN countries, 
as well as Australia, to support Indonesia’s economic 
growth, especially as this will be reflected in the highly 
anticipated ASEAN Economic Community 2015. 

ASeAn eConomiC Community 2015
The ASEAN Economic Community 2015 (or AEC 2015) 
is the regional agreement between ASEAN countries 
to make ASEAN one single economic entity, fostering 
trade in products and services within the ASEAN region. 
AEC 2020 has been gradually emerging since 1977, 
but gained momentum in January 2007 at the ASEAN 
summit in Cebu, Philippines, when member countries 
of ASEAN decided to bring forward the target year to 
2015. In November 2007, in Singapore, the AEC 2015 
blueprint was developed. In total there are 128 sub-
sector services that will be opened by ASEAN member 
countries by 2015, including accounting services 
(classified under ‘Business Services’), together with 
architecture, engineering and surveying (PPAJP, 2013b) 
(see Table 3). 

More flexible movement of accounting professionals 
within the ASEAN region would only be possible if a 
Mutual Recognition Agreement (MRA) is made between 
ASEAN and the professional accounting associations. 
At present the IAI does not have a MRA with any other 
countries, thus Indonesian accounting qualifications are 
not recognised by other countries and vice versa. This 
does not mean accountants cannot work in Indonesia 
as, for example, many accountants from the Philippines 
are working in the Indonesian Big Four at present, 
however, they cannot become signing partners. 

TABLE 2: number of indoneSiAn ACCountAntS over time
2010 2011 2012 2013

Total registered accountant certificates 49,348 50,879 52,270 53,204

Total practising public accountants (CPA with practice licence) 928 995 1,016 995

Number of accounting firms 408 417 396 382

Accounting firms affiliated with foreign firms 48 49 45 48

SoURcE: PPAJP, 2013b.
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Prior to 2013 Indonesia had only opened its market to 
book keeping and non-taxation services (WTO CPC 
Code 8622), with the provision of other services still 
prohibited for non-Indonesian accountants. As book 
keeping and non-taxation services become accessible, 
foreign book keeping firms can establish their firms in 
Indonesia with a limit of 51% ownership (PPAJP, 2013b). 
Other services which are still protected from foreign 
competition are: financial audit services; accounting 
review services; compilation of financial statements;  
and other accounting services.

However, by 2015, Indonesia will have no choice but 
to allow these services to be available for accountants 
from ASEAN member countries as per the ASEAN 
Framework Agreement on Services (AFAS) made 
in 1995. In order to accept foreign accountants, an 
MRA between accounting associations needs to be 
established to recognise the transfer of accounting 
qualifications between ASEAN member countries. 

TABLE 3:  number of ACCountAntS in indoneSiA  
And SeleCted ASeAn CountrieS

CoUNtry assoCiatioN 2013

Indonesia IAI (Indonesian Institute of 
Accountants)

14,735

IAPI (Indonesian Institute of  
Certified Public Accountants)

1,511

Malaysia MIA (Malaysian Institute of 
Accountants)

29,654

Philippines PICPA (Philippines Institute of  
Certified Public Accountants)

21,031

Singapore ISCA (Institute of Singapore  
Chartered Accountants)

26,572

Thailand FAP (Federation of Accounting 
Professions)

52,805

Vietnam VAA (Vietnam Accounting 
Association)

8,000

SoURcE: AseAn federation of Accountants Annual report 2012, available at 
AfA secretariat. 

A new erA: A bluePrint for the  
indoneSiAn ACCounting ProfeSSion
AEC 2015 has motivated a major restructure of the 
accounting profession in Indonesia over the past 
five years. The Ministry of Finance and accounting 
associations (IAI and IAPI) have been working together 
to produce the ‘Blueprint for the Accounting Profession’. 
The major change is the multiple entry paths into the 
accounting profession. 

Before the blueprint, in Indonesia only those graduating 
with a Bachelor in Accounting could become an 
accountant, the emphasis being on form over 
substance. Many types of undergraduate degree 
have programs close to the Bachelor in Accounting 
but the degree names are different, for example: the 
Bachelor of Financial Management and Bachelor of 
Computerised Accounting. Many of these graduates 
have been working in accounting firms and wish to 
become professional accountants, but by law they 
are not eligible. Also those graduating from overseas 
cannot become accountants in Indonesia. For 
example, Indonesia has many accounting graduates 
from Australian universities who are excluded from 
employment as certified accountants.

The pathway to becoming an accountant in Indonesia 
has been widely viewed as too lengthy. In Indonesia, as 
indicated above, students have to complete six years of 
accounting education (a four year bachelor degree plus 
two years of professional education) before they can 
become registered accountants and sit the CPA exams. 
The profession in the Philippines only requires three 
years of education through the Bachelor in Accounting, 
as does Malaysia. However, this situation will change 
with the implementation of a new Ministry of Finance 
Decree No 25/2014 issued in February 2014, which will 
provide the legal backup for the new blueprint for the 
accounting profession in Indonesia. 

The blueprint for the accounting profession will allow 
people with non-accounting degrees to enter the 
profession following assessment. There will be bridging 
courses for non-accounting graduates to ensure that 
they have adequate basic accounting knowledge. Also, 
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FIgURE 1: bluePrint for develoPment of indoneSiA’S ACCounting ProfeSSion

SoURcE: PPAJP, 2013a.
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to enrol in the CPA exam, a RA certificate will no longer 
be mandatory. As of September 2013 IAPI allowed 
those without a RA certificate to sit for the CPA exam 
provided they have graduated from Indonesia’s four-year 
undergraduate degree in Accounting. 

The requirements to maintain listing as a registered 
accountant will also be tighter. Under the new 
Ministerial Decree, by December 2014, to continue to 
be listed as a RA, a person will need to be a chartered 
accountant (CA) member of the IAI. In the transition 
period, those who have a RA certificate and have  
three years’ work experience will be awarded the  
CA qualification without examination. In the future,  
to maintain the CA title, members will also need to  
comply with requirements of up to 30 credits a year  
for continuous professional education (CPE). 

In the future the Ministry of Finance will only issue RA 
certificates to holders of the CA qualification. Thus to  
be called a CA and a RA, a person has to become a CA  
and a member of the IAI before applying to the Ministry 
of Finance. Those who become a CA and a RA but do  
not maintain their knowledge and skills or no longer 
work in the accounting area or break the profession’s 
ethical code of conduct, can have their accounting title 
forfeited by the IAI and Ministry of Finance. 

As depicted in the framework in Figure 1, the new 
blueprint for development of Indonesia’s accounting 
profession will allow multiple entry pathways to the 
profession. This will also open opportunities for non-
Indonesian accountants to work as accountants 
in Indonesia. The IAI is currently in the process of 
negotiating a MRA with several neighbouring countries. 
At the moment CPA Australia and ACCA have opened 
offices in Jakarta and actively market their qualifications. 

new vAriety of ACCountAntS in indoneSiA
Indonesia also has been developing a different variety of 
accountants with special expertise. The profesionalism 
of public sector accountants has been a major concern 
in Indonesia as the country has more than 600 reporting 
entities under government accounting. Capacity  
building of accountants in the public sector is of  
pivotal importance, especially as Indonesia is in 
the process of adopting International Public Sector 

Accounting Standards (IPSAS) and moving toward 
accrual-based accounting. 

In the area of public sector accounting, Australia  
is more advanced as it has adopted full accrual 
accounting. Thus Indonesia can learn from the 
Australian experience. Building the capacity of 
thousands of accountants in the government sector, 
who in many cases are without a formal accounting 
education, is a big challenge for Indonesia. In 2012, the 
Indonesian Institute of Accountants launched a new 
certification to help develop public sector accountants. 
Three types of certification available for public sector 
accountants include:

• leVel a Public Sector Accountant – preparer  
of financial reports based on IPSAS (as adopted  
by Indonesia)

• leVel B Public Sector Accountant – reviewer  
of public sector financial reports

• leVel C Public Sector Accountant – budgeting  
and proforma public sector financial reports.

Apart from public sector accounting, Islamic Banking 
(Syari’ah banks) and also other Islamic financial 
institutions are growing significantly in Indonesia. 
The average growth of Syari’ah banking in Indonesia 
between 2007 and 2011 is 40.2% per annum, 
significantly higher than the conventional 16.7% 
annual growth of banks (Bank Indonesia, 2012). The 
growth of Syari’ah banking created a strong demand 
for accountants with knowledge of Islamic rules and 
Syari’ah accounting standards. 

Since December 2008, IAI has offered a Certified 
Syari’ah Accountants program to develop a new 
specialised accountant, however, with a low pass 
rate, the program has grown slowly. With three levels 
of examinations, participants need to pass all level 
of exams to be awarded the title ‘Certified Syari’ah 
Accountant’ and currently Indonesia has fewer than  
200 certified Syari’ah accountants. Currently there is  
no regulation stipulating that Islamic bank financial 
reports need to be prepared by a Certified Syari’ah 
Accountant, nor that they have to be audited by a 
Certified Syari’ah Accountant. One may argue that 
regulation may increase the demand for certification; 
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2. indonesia also has not adopted ifric 2, ifric 5, ifric 6, sic 7 and sic 31 on the basis of irrelevance to the business and economic natures of the jurisdiction.

however, as the industry is growing rapidly the demand 
for accountants is likely to be strong in the future. 

The challenge is not only in creating a certification 
program for this new variety of accountants but 
also their continuous education. After attaining their 
professional certification, holders of the title need 
to maintain and upgrade their knowledge and skills 
through CPE. As these accountants have different 
specific knowledge and skills from those of the 
traditional CA or CPA, the IAI needs to create specific 
tailored CPE programs for them as well. It also needs  
to ensure that CPE is available for accountants outside 
the capital city. 

Other growing professions closely related to accounting, 
such as business valuer, property appraiser, internal 
auditor, and sustainability report assurer, are also 
growing in popularity. The certification programs 
of these professions are offered by various other 
organisations but providing sustainable CPE also 
remains a serious challenge. CPE for such professionals 
is mainly available in Jakarta and a few other big cities 
in Java. 

indoneSiA now SPeAkS the internAtionAl 
lAnguAge: the AdoPtion of internAtionAl 
finAnCiAl rePorting StAndArdS And 
internAtionAl StAndArdS on Auditing
The International Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS) 
convergence project in Indonesia began with a public 
commitment to support IFRS in December 2008. A 
piecemeal approach was chosen as the best way to 
move forward with the complex process. As at 1 March 
2014 Indonesia has adopted most of the IFRS, including 
the latest batch (PSAK 65, 66, 67 and 68), along with the 
latest revisions effective from 1 January 2015. As part 
of the second phase of IFRS convergence in Indonesia, 
this process will minimise the difference between 
Indonesian Generally Accepted Accounting Principles 
(GAAP) and IFRS, over a three year period between  
1 January 2012 and 1 January 2015. Some of the major 
exceptions to this are IFRS 1, IFRS 9, and the notorious 
IAS 41 and IFRIC 15 that have been problematic for 
some of the jurisdictions in the region.2 

The departure from Indonesian GAAP, which is mostly 
rule-based, to IFRS needs capacity building in the 
accounting profession to be confident with principle-
based standards. It is an enormous challenge for 
Indonesia to educate a wide range of accountants 
across the country as so many new standards have 
been issued in the last five years. The IFRS textbook 
is expensive, if available at all, and IFRS training is 
not cheap, especially for lecturers. Australia, which 
adopted IFRS in 2005, has greater experience, not only 
in educating accountants but also in solving some key 
implementation issues. 

Indonesia’s GAAP prior to IFRS were rudimentary, 
especially in the area of financial instruments, insurance 
contracts, employee benefts, and measurement of 
some assets. Thus, currently there are many different 
interpretations among Indonesian accountants of how 
to use the standards. Some standards face serious 
resistance from the accounting industry, such as the 
adoption of financial instruments in 2009 and the 2013 
financial instrument standards for insurance contracts, 
where the accounting standards board was forced to 
delay the effective date of the standard. The interaction 
between IFRS and the Syari’ah accounting standard can 
also create tensions, especially for financial instruments 
in Syari’ah banks. 

Besides IFRS for for-profit entities, Indonesia is also in 
the process of overhauling its accounting standards for 
non-profit entities. The Indonesian Financial Accounting 
Standards Board (DSAK) began this process by 
assessing and identifying market need, whether there is 
a genuine necessity to have a separate set of accounting 
standards for non-profit entities. In doing so, the Board 
is also trying to identify the users for this standard.

DSAK, as the national accounting standard setter in 
Indonesia, is an independent board, fully funded by 
the IAI. Currently, the Board consists of 11 voluntary 
members, with the support of eight full time technical 
Institute staff. With the continuous IFRS convergence 
process as well as revising the standards, DSAK is 
spreading its resources very thinly at present.

With the adoption of full accrual accounting standards, 
IPSAS also faces significant challenges. Currently 
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Indonesia is implementing ‘cash toward accrual’ 
bridging standards and the full accrual basis should be 
implemented in 2015. Lack of infrastructure and people 
with the necessary accounting knowledge and skills  
are serious obstacles for the implementation of full 
accrual accounting. 

how CAn AuStrAliA inCreASe itS 
engAgement?
A strong accounting profession in Indonesia should be 
a matter of interest to the Australian profession because 
it supports rapid economic growth without which an 
emerging country like Indonesia risks its economic 
development to opportunistic or even fraudulent 
business practices. 

Compared to their equivalent professional associations 
in Australia, IAI and IAPI are far less sophisticated. Both 
organisations need support with infrastructure and 
expertise, with which Australian accounting professional 
bodies may be able to assist. Stronger cooperation 
between Indonesian and Australian accounting 
associations would improve the quality of accountants 
in the region, which may benefit both countries. 
Australia, for example, can support Indonesia in the 
development of professional examination infrastructure, 
such as an examination questions database and online 
examination software. 

Both IAI and IAPI develop standards for accounting 
and auditing through their accounting standard boards. 
For financial reporting standards, Australia has a long 
history of good research behind its standard setting. 
The Australian accounting standard setter, a member 
of G4+1, is one of the founders of the International 
Accounting Standards Committee (IASC) and remains 
important in the development of IFRS. Indonesia, 
which only adopted IFRS in 2012, is facing many 
implementation challenges already experienced and 
overcome by Australia. Benchmarking and stronger 
cooperation between the standard setters of both 
countries, such as joint research, staff exchanges 
and secondments from Australia to its Indonesian 
counterpart, would help Indonesia in its early stage  
of IFRS implementation. 

In Indonesia, the gap between the big firms and mid-
tier companies is very wide in terms of professionalism, 

number of partners and staff, technology and staff 
salary levels. Although this is not a uniquely Indonesian 
problem, mid-tier and independent accounting firms in 
Australia seem to be able to grow through innovative 
service products and good business practices. 
Knowledge sharing through seminars, workshops and 
formal affiliations between Indonesia and Australia’s 
small firms would be beneficial for both countries. 
Indonesian firms may learn about new product services, 
new technology or how to manage accounting firms 
efficiently and accounting firms in Australia may expand 
their client base to Indonesia through cooperation with 
independent Indonesian firms. 

There is certainly room for improvement in developing  
a stronger relationship with Australia in terms of 
educating future accountants. In general, accountants  
in Indonesia do not speak English very well in 
comparison to their colleagues from the Philippines, 
Malaysia and Singapore, where English is mostly used 
as the language of instruction in accounting programs. 
Inadequate English skills may become a serious 
obstacle for Indonesia’s accounting qualifications to be 
recognised by other countries, particularly in relation 
to establishing MRAs. Several initiatives need to be 
encouraged to promote exchange between students of 
accounting programs in both Australia and Indonesia 
as well as providing scholarships for English summer 
courses for Indonesian accounting students to study 
business English in Australia. 

Australia produces many good quality accounting 
materials based on IFRS and ISA, and while some 
Australian textbooks are available in Indonesia, they 
are expensive compared with US textbooks. Some 
government to government cooperation is needed 
to subsidise publication of textbooks and make them 
available to the Indonesian market at an affordable price. 

Many accounting academics in Indonesia obtain  
their masters or doctorate degrees in Australian 
universities, but unfortunately this is not reciprocal.  
If more Australian academics gain experience of  
living in Indonesia, they would be able to share their 
knowledge of Indonesian business culture with  
future Australian accountants. The lack of knowledge 
about Indonesia’s business practices among Australian 
accounting academics may be overcome by providing 
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more opportunities for them to teach in Indonesian 
universities. Joint research grants between Indonesia 
and Australian accounting academics may also  
stimulate the exchange of knowledge and a  
consequent supportive environment for joint  
progress in the accounting profession. 

ConCluSion
Indonesia is an emerging economy, however, without 
a strong accounting profession it risks discouraging 
investors in its thriving economy because of a lack of 
transparency and accountability. Unfortunately, the 
growth in the number of professional accountants, 
especially practising public accountants in Indonesia, 
is not keeping pace with economic growth. Although 
new regulations have been issued recently in the hope 
of encouraging more rapid growth in the number of 
accountants, advancing the quality of accountants at  
the grass root level is also urgently required. 

This article outlined the challenges and opportunities 
facing Indonesia’s accounting profession. Exciting 
changes are taking place in the accounting profession 
in Indonesia with the adoption of IFRS and ISA, a new 
regulation for public accountants, the new blueprint 
for the development of Indonesian accounting and the 
highly anticipated AEC 2015. The ASEAN Economic 
Community 2015 should also push Indonesia harder 
to prepare its accountants in line with their colleagues 
in ASEAN. These new developments should not be 
ignored by Australia, especially by the Australian 
accounting profession, for which there is considerable 
opportunity to develop new businesses and expand  
into the growing markets in Indonesia. 

Several recommendations for building a stronger 
relationship between the accounting professions 
in Indonesia and Australia are proposed. Stronger 
institutional cooperation between the two countries 
would provide opportunities for Indonesian accounting 
associations and standard setters to learn from 
Australia’s experience. Other recommendations 
include the need for stronger cooperation between 
small accounting firms in the two countries, improving 
the availability of IFRS-Australian-based materials to 
Indonesian students, and providing more opportunities 
for Australian academics to gain experience in Indonesia.
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Engagement with Asia:  
Challenges and Opportunities
lee White

introduCtion
As a professional body representing over 90,000 
business professionals in Australia and New 
Zealand, one of the primary focuses of Chartered 
Accountants Australia and New Zealand is to 
engage in thought leadership and influence areas 
that play a critical role in shaping the future of 
the profession. Engagement with Asia – for the 
profession and our nations – is undoubtedly 
essential for the future. 

As former US President John F. Kennedy said of 
Canada in 1961, ‘Geography has made us neighbours. 
History has made us friends. Economics has made us 
partners, and necessity has made us allies’. Equally this 
could be said of the relationships between Australia 
and New Zealand and Asia. It is particularly relevant 
at this time of transformation for the two Institutes 
in Australia and New Zealand. Their union is the first 
cross-border merger of its kind among the world’s major 
professional accounting bodies. It is squarely aimed 
at increasing connectivity and making the Chartered 
Accounting profession more relevant and influential on 
the global stage. It is not simply an amalgamation of 
two organisations but the creation of a new organisation 
with a larger voice on national, regional and global 
policy issues that affects the profession. 

Thought leadership is one of our main strategic pillars 
and this publication is the continuation of a series 
exploring some important issues facing the future of 
the profession. These have included higher education 
(Vol. 1), the research–practice gap (Vol. 2), emerging 
pathways for future accountants (Vol. 3) and the impact 
of technology on education and the rise of massive 
open online courses (MOOCs) (Vol. 4). This year’s focus 
is very timely, examining the accounting profession’s 
relationships with Asia.

When thinking about Asia, I think about relationships. 
While policy and practice are the key drivers of Australia 
and New Zealand’s future activity in Asia, these are 
underpinned, as are most things, by relationships. 
Relationships may develop organically but they also 
need to be worked on. We are committed to growing 
relationships with Asia and, more globally, to building  
on our already substantial connections.

For the profession, engagement with Asia is at an 
interesting crossroad in relation to regulation. The 
greatest impediment to globalisation is the isolationist 
views of each country. Regulatory systems come from 
different influences and different trends and this creates 
a challenge in aligning regulatory practices that make 
for a workable global economy. This profession – and 
therefore Chartered Accountants Australia and New 
Zealand – has an important role to play here. 
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Education is one area where engagement with Asia is 
vital. International education is a leading export product 
for Australia and New Zealand. Protecting and growing 
this market is a particular challenge for governments 
and success is dependent on working on relationships. 

Education has always been at the heart of what we do, 
and in the case of our Trans-Tasman merger, it has led 
the way. Collaboration activities in education have been 
ongoing for the past few years. In 2013, the Institutes 
launched a joint Chartered Accountants Program using 
a blended learning approach, with online and face-to-
face components, which showcases how our education 
offerings have evolved to meet the changing needs 
of global students.1 This enhances our accessibility to 
members throughout the world, particularly in Asia. 
Supporting this is our planned establishment of a 
presence in Singapore, Kuala Lumpur and Hong Kong 
to engage more effectively with the combined 4,000 
members who live in Asia.

building relAtionShiPS for the  
ProfeSSion And for the future
Australia and New Zealand’s future prosperity is 
inextricably linked to the prosperity of our neighbours 
in Asia. While most Australian and New Zealand 
organisations acknowledge this, many also do not  
have the skills to actively engage in Asian markets  
or to compete globally. 

Asian nations are taking on a larger and larger share  
of the world’s economic weight with their emerging 
market economies growing at what seems like 
exponential rates. With growth comes risk and it is 
important for successful growth that regulation and 
reform keep pace. It is here that the accounting 
profession has a particular role to play. The particular 
impacts for Australia and New Zealand in relation to  
the emerging Asian economies are the expansion of  
the mining sector, growing demand for Australia and 
New Zealand’s agricultural products and the rise of  
the middle class in the Asia–Pacific region. These  
bring their own unique challenges and opportunities,  
in particular the challenge to build our competitive 
advantage, which requires investment from the  
public and private sectors, and most importantly, 
development of that all-important relationship. 

The professional accounting bodies in Australia 
and New Zealand may be considered as leaders in 
engagement with Asia, having actively engaged in 
activities in Asia for several years. The Institutes have 
relationships and activities in China, Hong Kong, 
India, Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore and Vietnam. 
These relationships encompass activities in education 
and capacity building and are ultimately aimed not 
just at promoting our own brand but the accounting 
profession as a whole. It is essential for the future that 
the profession is able to collaborate with the business 
community in Asia. To enable this global approach to 
accounting work, practitioners need to be equipped 
with the necessary skills. While many members of the 
business community in Asia have extensive knowledge 
of and education about Australia and New Zealand, the 
same cannot be said of Australian and New Zealand 
business. As pointed out by Ross Dawson (2014), of the 
600 directors of ASX 100 companies, only 25 are Asian-
born. As Dawson also points out, there are directors 
who are not Asian-born but are Asian experts but they 
are in the distinct minority. 

The contemporary accounting profession faces a 
wave of complex and difficult challenges that require 
innovative thinking. There are few who question the 
importance of Asia to Australia’s future prosperity but 
also few who have really come to grips with what this 
means. There is no doubt that in building relationships 
with Asia we have much more work to do. 

PrACtiCe, regulAtion And  
ACCounting StAndArdS
While there may be a time when business will flow 
much more freely between countries, we are far from 
that point yet. In their approach to regulation, most 
countries operate with a silo mentality that is influenced 
by history, and this operates as an obstacle to good 
regulation in a global sense. 

How do we facilitate alignment between nations? A 
greater understanding of mutual recognition is required 
to overcome this silo mentality. Mutual recognition 
does not mean that regulators and policymakers 
will implement the same regulatory system in every 
country. Rather, because of the historical influences 
driving existing regulatory practice, mutual recognition 
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is first an acknowledgement of awareness of differing 
regulatory practice. Capacity building is required for 
the profession to work within this framework of mutual 
recognition, rather than looking for a one-size-fits-all 
approach. There is a role here for governments to take 
a stronger view on mutual recognition and a role for the 
professional bodies to advocate for mutual recognition 
and educate in support of it. 

To achieve economic sustainability and growth, mutual 
recognition must not involve a lowering of standards 
but an alignment of regulatory systems. This will mean 
an easier flow between capital markets and a better 
environment for the global economy.

Chartered Accountants Australia and New Zealand has 
a role to influence national economic and regulatory 
agendas in both domestic markets, to develop Trans-
Tasman closer economic relations and increase 
influence on international professional and technical 
standards. A vital component of this is thought 
leadership and drawing on our strengths to think about 
the future. This will include investing in technology 
that enables members to better network and exchange 
ideas. Our new Institute represents a much larger 
constituency of members, giving us a greater voice on 
global issues impacting the profession and business. As 
discussed earlier, there are challenges for the profession 
in globalisation and the emerging economies. One 
particular area of practice where this is evident is in  
how regulation operates between different countries. 

Many countries in Asia are working on convergence 
with International Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS). 
Some have already adopted IFRS, while others such as 
Malaysia, Indonesia and Singapore are working towards 
full adoption and convergence of IFRS. Regulators 
and accounting standard setters in the region face 
challenges in adopting the international standards. 
However, there is concern that the Asian voice has  
not always been heard by accounting standard setters  
(Gillis, 2014).

internAtionAl eduCAtion in AuStrAliA
The importance of Asia to Australia’s international 
education market cannot be overstated. With 
international education a very large export earner and 
widely viewed as a future economic driver for the nation, 
more attention needs to be given to the relationships 
that strengthen this market. 

In 2013, Australia’s international education sector 
generated over $15 billion in export income, according 
to the International Education Advisory Council. 
Australia is currently one of the most popular 
destinations for students in Asia seeking to study 
internationally, particularly in the areas of business and 
accounting. However, this market is highly competitive 
and there are several factors that are likely to undermine 
its longer-term sustainability.

One such factor is the rapid encroachment on the 
traditional sandstone university of the virtual university. 
Massive open online courses (MOOCs) provide access 
to students who would otherwise be disadvantaged 
geographically and economically. They are attractive 
to students and successful for self-motivated learners 
(Freeman and Hancock, 2013). As the MOOCs market 
expands, Australian universities will find it necessary to 
work harder to maintain their share of the international 
student market. 

The quality of education in Asia is improving and there 
are likely to become compelling cost-effectiveness 
reasons for Asian students to undertake their higher 
education domestically in the future. Australia must 
continue to strengthen ties with the Asia–Pacific region 
in higher education if it is to remain a competitive 
player in the international student market. Maintaining 
and developing a mutually beneficial relationship in 
this regard is crucial. Asian students come to Australia 
seeking a quality education and the quality of our 
higher education institution must not be compromised 
if we are to remain competitive. Governments have an 
important role to play here in ensuring adequate funding 
of higher education institutions. This is particularly so in 
the business schools, which educate most international 
students in Australia but do not retain many of the 
funds received. Despite contributing a significantly 
higher proportion of their education costs, international 
students receive proportionately less in terms of 
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university funding, because of their cross-subsidisation 
of other faculties’ teaching and research. Currently up 
to 80 cents in every dollar paid to study accounting 
programs is redirected elsewhere within Australia’s 
universities.2 This causes considerable strain in business 
schools in terms of student/staff ratios, casualisation of 
academic staff, large class sizes and a lack of research 
resources. It can only result in considerable pressure on 
student achievement and the maintenance of academic 
standards. The quality and reputation of Australia’s 
universities is placed at risk and so too is the future 
growth of this important export earner. These issues 
of quality in accounting education were discussed by 
Evans et al. (2010), in which they considered the future 
of accounting education in Australia.

The Australian Government’s Skilled Occupation List 
(SOL) strongly influences the international education 
sector and this is another potential challenge facing  
the international education market. The possible removal 
of accounting from the list of skilled occupations in 
demand in Australia would mean less incentive for 
international students to choose Australia for their  
higher education. It is important to consider long-term 
demand for accountants in the labour market and 
how this measure would impact on productivity and 
economic growth. 

International education is vital to the prosperity of 
Australia’s economy so it is important that we remain 
competitive in the international student market. A 
big part of this is strengthening our relationship with 
Asian universities and ensuring our education offerings 
continue to be attractive in an evolving market.

ConCluSion
There is no doubt that the growth centre of the global 
economy is in Asia, and Australia and New Zealand are 
in prime positions, geographically and economically, 
to move closer to the core. Our sustainable future 
is intimately linked to that of our Asian neighbours. 
Like in any neighbourhood, a dependable, symbiotic 
relationship is the key to our meaningful co-existence. 
Australia and New Zealand can both provide assistance 
to and learn valuable lessons from Asia. With our 
economy linked to Asia and the growth in Asian 
markets, building meaningful partnerships is essential. 
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The Accounting Profession’s 
Engagement with Asia:  
Reformation and Realignment
sharoN WiNoCUr

introduCtion
The topic selected for this year’s thought leadership 
forum – the Fifth Annual Thought Leadership 
Forum of Chartered Accountants Australia and New 
Zealand and the Centre for Accounting, Governance 
and Sustainability – could not have been more 
fitting for the accounting profession. Professor 
Marie Wilson opened the forum by noting that while 
the nation’s leaders in business and education are 
focused on Asia, it is the accounting profession as 
the arbiter of transactions and relationships that 
has the capacity to translate between cultures, 
between enterprises and between relationships. 
The accounting profession can make a real, positive 
and lasting contribution. These insightful opening 
themes of translation foreshadowed much of the 
day’s discussion and inform many of the papers in 
this volume.

Australia’s relations with Asia are most often traced 
back to the creation and support of the Colombo Plan, 
which was established in 1950 by the members of the 
Commonwealth at its meeting in Colombo, Ceylon. 
Through this initiative thousands of Asian students 
were sponsored through the Colombo Plan initiative 
to study in Australia from 1949 to 1957. From this 
very effective aid program flowed strong diplomatic 

relations, economic benefits and cultural engagement. 
(The establishment of the New Colombo Plan, which 
was launched in December 2013, is testament to 
the program’s success.) A second major push to 
establishing closer ties with Asia occurred in the 
1990s when the Federal Government encouraged 
Australia’s closer identification with the region and 
the strengthening of economic and cultural relations. 
Innovation, knowledge and readiness to act have been 
used to describe the Government’s leadership style 
that drove these bold policies. It is noteworthy that 
they were referred to by many of the forum’s speakers 
as significant dynamics necessary to advance our 
relationship in the region.

Whereas Australia’s political and economic engagement 
with Asia developed steadily from the second half of the 
20th century, disappointingly real cultural engagement 
has moved at a much slower pace. In his excellent 
overview of the trends and intersections between 
Australia and Asia, Ross Dawson (2014) presents the 
current context in which we are operating and shows 
how Asians are now driving that growth of Australia 
and the changing face of what Australia is and as a 
culture. Australia has, at last, come to appreciate that its 
economic success is closely tied to Asia and with that 
has come about better and deeper cultural recognition. 
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All of the contributors to this volume articulate 
confidently how much Australia has to offer Asia and 
list a host of practical guidance as to how best to exploit 
these prospects and reinforce the benefits of a coherent 
national approach in mobilising meaningful engagement 
in the region. The striking consistency in this message 
provides clear and valuable insights for the profession 
and, more broadly, for the economy as a whole.

The exponential growth from Asian countries is nothing 
short of phenomenal. For example, China’s population 
has more than doubled in the last 60 years but the 
economy grew tenfold, a very impressive indicator of 
the intense level of activity fuelling development. While 
this pattern is predicted to continue for at least several 
decades until populations begin to plateau, the impact 
of such growth for countries like Australia, its close 
neighbour New Zealand and the rest of the world is 
enormous (Dawson, 2014). This expansion is reflected 
in the growing Asian urbanisation where materials are 
needed to build infrastructure, there are extraordinary 
rates of Internet connectivity twice the number of that 
of Europe, educational investment with universities 
springing up everywhere producing increasing numbers 
of domestic and foreign graduates, and the growth in 
agricultural imports. All of this presents opportunities 
for Australia, a nearby trustworthy partner that can 
provide many of the resources needed to accommodate 
this vast regional expansion. However, our capacity to 
contribute and share in this growth and development 
is not unique to Australia and many of the forum’s 
speakers pointed to the number of countries vying to be 
in this same position. As we know very well, technology 
is an enabler that has reduced the tyranny of distance 
significantly. The take home message is a sharp warning 
against complacency if we are to continue to be a 
supplier of goods and services. 

Asian countries are used to operating within a diverse 
cultural framework because that is the context in which 
people live and work. Asia has eight distinct language 
groups creating more diversity than exists in Europe. 
This is in sharp contrast to monolingual Australia where 
business is conducted in English and in the Western 
tradition where standards, regulations and rules apply 
as a matter of course. Diversity in our country, while 
welcome, is considered out of place in commercial 
affairs and more of a private matter. However, attitudes 

about diversity are changing and even influencing 
business practice, though very slowly. Australia’s closer 
alignment to our geography must be accompanied by 
an increasing appreciation of cultural diversity and its 
impact on personal and professional relationships. 

Australia’s use of OECD benchmarks to determine  
our competitors and comparators was presented as  
one prime example where we would benefit from 
a change in perspective. These are the traditional 
benchmarks that enshrine government policy and 
regulation that relate to the Australian economy, and 
while they include some of Australia’s Asian partners, 
the OECD data disregard some of the fast-growing 
Asian economies that are of more direct relevance 
to Australian interests. Australia would benefit in 
benchmarking against these new up and coming 
economies and using them as comparators. The data 
from Professor Richard Petty’s (2014) published survey 
confirm that Asian countries are among the top 10 
driving forces in the world. There are many compelling 
reasons for Australia to be as informed about Asia, as  
it is about the US, Europe and the UK. 

In contrast to the unsuccessful efforts of the 1990s to 
become better acquainted with the Asian region, there 
is now a much greater community reception supporting 
closer ties. However, as many speakers at the forum 
concluded, partnering in Asia’s development is not an 
open-ended invitation; there is a clock ticking in terms of 
capitalising on these opportunities. Australia is competing 
with the rest of the world in its Asian engagement 
strategy and, as Australia’s ground-breaking successes 
in international education demonstrate clearly, the rest 
of the world is keen to join the export bandwagon. 
Global attention is focused on Asia. 

The contributors to this volume expressly declare that 
for Australia to be successful and absorb the enormous 
trade and other benefits that are opening up, it needs 
to understand the fundamental aspirations driving the 
Asian transformation. This understanding requires 
movement away from a Western Eurocentric bias and 
a genuine re-focus on the surrounding neighbouring 
cultures. It is this understanding, we are advised 
emphatically, that is essential in forming good business 
relationships. Simply put, Australia needs to acculturate 
to the region in order to learn how to be competitive for 
the long term. Professor Paul Gillis (2014) aptly illustrates 
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that this is as relevant to the accounting profession and 
its services as it is to every other trade opportunity.

The Australian accounting profession has had a physical 
presence in Asia for over 60 years, having taken the 
lead in terms of high-level business and political 
engagement. By exporting professional services to  
Asia early before competitors entered the market, 
Australian accountants were timely and smart and 
represented Western interests well. But Asia is now 
looking forward and historically based practice has 
received a mixed reception within many Asian countries. 

Accompanying growing prosperity is the emergence  
of local businesses that are now expanding and 
extending across national borders. As Professor 
Gillis reminds us, these are not Western companies 
and therefore the extent of their reliance on imposed 
international accounting standards is increasingly 
variable, particularly since the transplantation of these 
standards does not fit well in terms of local business 
practice. The literal translations never properly 
recognised the differences in Asian business practice, 
particularly in China. Culture intervenes heavily in 
commercial relationships and plays a very important 
role. So that while contracts are important, flexibility 
in negotiations is primary. Ultimately Chinese business 
relies much more on personal relationships and  
personal trust than do comparable arrangements in 
the West. Negotiating one’s way through business 
interactions that commonly rely on guanxi (literally, 
‘relationships’ or the system of social networks and 
influential relationships that facilitate business and  
other relationships) requires knowledge and skill  
to be able to operate effectively and to be trusted. 

Australia must grasp the cultural essence of what 
is driving Asian growth. The importance of this 
understanding cannot be underestimated. Australian 
universities must understand what attracts Asian 
students because education is a significant export 
industry, and because roughly 50% of the international 
students do commerce degrees, and many of these are 
in accounting and finance (Cooper, 2014). In leading 
this discussion, Professors Barry Cooper (2014) and 
Philomena Leung (2014) refer to the flat enrolments 
of international students coupled with increased 
competition that present serious problems for our  

higher education sector and for teaching programs  
in accounting. Once again, these are warning signs  
and with sufficient knowledge and understanding,  
the opportunities are there for Australian universities  
to turn the situation around. 

Australia continues to be a desirable place to study. 
For accounting students, Australian universities offer 
quality educational programs, English language 
proficiency skills and degrees that are recognised by 
global professional bodies. However, with increasing 
competition from North America, Europe and Asia 
itself, this is no longer enough. For example, Malaysian 
universities are attracting students from China and 
Indonesia and represent a new cohort of competitors 
in the market. For the burgeoning Asian middle class 
whose savings fund their children’s higher education, 
Australia has become an expensive study destination. 
Based on an appreciation of the cultural drivers 
that would attract parents and students to look to 
Australia favourably, Professor Cooper (2014) provides 
sensible strategies for universities to consider. These 
strategies also involve developing partnerships with 
Asian universities because of the immediate and long-
term benefits. Just as Australian students must be 
comfortable studying and working in Asia, one of the 
objectives of the New Colombo Plan, Professor Leung 
(2014) emphasises how important it is for Asian students 
and their families to feel welcome in Australia. Customs, 
traditions and experience also must be recognised and 
respected by the Australian community. 

Cultural interchange is equally important for Asian 
students. China’s long-term goals of expansion will 
continue as Chinese companies establish themselves 
around the world. Dr Zhang Wei Guo (2014) emphasises 
the cultural adaptation required of Asian students 
who need to be able to mingle easily in the West. 
In identifying the major challenges facing China, Dr 
Zhang reiterates the significant contribution Australia 
and Australian education can make in supporting 
the Chinese Government in addressing these major 
challenges. Australia’s strengths in policy development, 
social services, governance, political thinking and 
problem-solving will grow in demand in China in the 
coming years as the country matures socially and takes 
on a more influential role geopolitically. This pattern 
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of development is also likely to be reflected in the 
developing economies in the region. Australia is well 
positioned to make a valuable contribution to the future 
economic growth of our neighbours in Asia.

ConCluSion
Australia has many strengths and opportunities to 
share in the growth and expansion of the region. If, 
as suggested, we establish the Australasian century, 
then the task before us is formidable but achievable. 
We must transform from a relatively passive Western 
neighbour to an active regional partner. This is a 
strategic repositioning that depends upon support from 
all of the major sectors and stakeholders. The clear 
message from all speakers is that the opportunities 
are immense, but effective and long-term engagement 
relies fundamentally on establishing a cultural 
understanding leading to mutual respect with our  
Asian neighbours.

Many examples of cultural gaps between Australia 
and Asia have been identified. One of the most vivid 
illustrations of the extent of this gap can be found in 
the Cultural Compass developed by Geert Hosftede, 
whose work on cultural comparisons is internationally 
renowned.1 In making the comparison between 
Australia and China and Indonesia on the six dimensions 
that comprise the Compass, several observations 
stand out. Foremost is the gap that exists between 
Australia and China and Australia and Indonesia on five 
out of the six dimensions. When comparing all three 
countries, the graph shows high commonality between 
China and Indonesia, with Australia as an outlier on 
several dimensions. Australia’s position on the Cultural 
Compass graphically represents the themes presented 
in this volume of the series. The take home message  
is that Australia’s cultural awareness of its trade  
partners must be heightened so that relationships 
develop more easily and more deeply. This applies to 
all areas of trade, including the export of professional 
services and higher education. 

Australia must come to terms with its geography and its 
future as a member of the region. Success, however, is 
tied to a competitive timetable with the rest of the world 
who are also eager to share in the growth opportunities. 
This is not going to be an evolutionary process of 

adaptation because the scale of change is occurring 
at revolutionary speed. Australia must understand the 
urgency of preparing strategically to act now as Asia 
transforms. By doing so, it will join this powerful new 
region that is developing and have the opportunity to 
shape a meaningful contribution.

This volume of the Academic Leadership Series focuses 
on a topical issue, featuring leading experts on possible 
next steps and offering guidance and wisdom on 
action that is relevant to the accounting profession and 
higher education. It offers the university community, 
the accounting profession and the general public the 
benefits of the insights and conversations on improving 
engagement with Asia.
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Australia’s Engagement with Asia: 
The Lucky Country Looks to the 
Future
ross DaWsoN

introduCtion
When Donald Horne coined the term ‘the lucky 
country’ in 1964, he intended it ironically, referring 
to what he considered Australia’s narrowness of 
vision in its colonial approach to other nations, 
its cultural cringe and its lack of innovation in 
business.1 Since then the phrase has been co-opted 
to refer to Australia’s wealth of natural resources, 
rather than as a social critique. Undoubtedly Horne 
considered Australia a land of opportunity, but saw 
it as opportunity wasted; ‘the lucky country’ was 
not a message of self-congratulation. 

Through the geographic accident of being located 
close to what is the most extraordinary population and 
economic growth in human history, as we see in the 
Asian region, Australia is indeed a lucky country.  
But will we seize or squander this opportunity?

Australia’s relationship with Asia began 40,000–45,000 
years ago, when some intrepid travellers from South 
Asia began using boats to cross to Australia. This early 
migration stems from a common humanity, which over 
those thousands of years has evolved through different 
cultures to our state today. However, modern waves of 

migration mean that countries like Australia are made 
up of a wide range of ethnicities, much of it based in 
European migration. In Asia, however, most people are 
indigenous. This means that while Asia and Australia 
are geographically close, our modern history is quite 
different. Of particular importance to this discussion 
is that our cultures have emerged from very different 
backgrounds. What does this mean for Australia’s 
relationship with Asia now and in the future?

Asia is extraordinarily diverse, far more diverse than 
Europe, and this is shown in some ways by the 
diversity of language and language groups that exist 
in Asia. While many European languages have similar 
roots, contributing to common cultures, this is not the 
case in East Asia. Japanese and Korean, for example, 
have developed quite distinctly from other East Asian 
languages. It is this diversity that means that seizing 
the opportunity of our proximity to Asia is challenging 
for Australia. We need to work hard at making the 
best of this opportunity; ‘engagement’ with Asia 
needs to be more than words. Let us now consider the 
economic and social aspects of life and work, providing 
a framework to explore how our engagement with Asia 
may develop in the future. 

http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/mf/1345.0?opendocument?opendocument#from-banner=LN) and US Bureau  of Economic Analysis (http://www.bea.gov/national/index.htm#gdp
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/mf/1345.0?opendocument?opendocument#from-banner=LN) and US Bureau  of Economic Analysis (http://www.bea.gov/national/index.htm#gdp
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the PreSent
the eCoNomy
Asia is experiencing a rapid rise in prosperity. Australia 
is now trading far more with Asia than it has done in the 
past. For Australia, Asian exports have grown almost 
threefold in the last eight years, unsurprising perhaps 
when many people view Asia as the export engine of 
the world. Yet imports show exactly the same pattern 
of growth, suggesting that the engines of consumption 
and production are driving Asia far more to the centre  
of the global economy (see Figure 1).

FIgURE 1:  growth of imPortS And eXPortS by region

China is a case in point. It has been characterised in 
recent years as the manufacturing centre of the world. 
However, this is a simplistic view in which the cost of 
labour, the growth of the economy and the rise in the 
service economy are not taken into consideration. The 
Australian economy includes 76% services by value 
add and the US economy around 79%, depending 
on how it is measured.2 While China is not yet at that 
stage, it is becoming a developed economy in terms 
of the percentage share that services contribute to its 
GDP, creating a major shift and growth in the economy 
in which services and innovation are driving future 
growth to a much greater degree than previously. This 
is contrary to the commonly held view that China’s is 
a manufacturing economy based largely on its labour 
supply (see Figure 2).

FIgURE 2: ComPoSition of ChinA gdP

urbAniSAtion And globAliSAtion
While Australia has long been an urbanised country, it 
is being overtaken by Asian nations including Japan, 
and also increasingly by China and Indonesia. China’s 
urbanisation in particular has been extraordinary; 
Indonesia’s pattern is similar but with slower growth. 
Thailand, India and some of the other Asian countries 
are also progressing towards urbanisation but from a 
much more rural base. India is a very rural economy still, 
with just over 30% urbanisation in 2011 (see Figure 3).
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FIgURE 3: moving to CitieS

Urbanisation has a profound effect on the countries in 
which it is taking place, and on the countries with which 
they have a relationship. One aspect of this has been 
demand for steel and thus iron ore, which has fuelled 
these countries’ trade with Australia. That has been  
a clear nexus of Australia’s relationship with Asia; not 
only is it a significant feature of Australia’s relationship 
with Asia but it will continue to be so in the future. 

Consistent with the trend towards urbanisation we  
also see a significant increase in the degree of 
connectivity around the world. As Figure 4 shows,  
Asia has almost double the number of Internet users 
when compared to Europe, and many times that of  
the US, yet the penetration is still less than 30%.  
This connectivity is rising even more rapidly as the 
adoption of smart phones with Internet capabilities  
is becoming more widespread. 

FIgURE 4: getting ConneCted

The impact of this is that literally billions of people, 
almost all from Asia, are newly connected and able to 
access the extraordinary free educational resources 
available around the world, creating social mobility 
and improved access to labour markets. As Internet 
access increases, new opportunities open for globalised 
work and markets. There are now two global platforms 
for distributed work: oDesk and Elance, which have 
now merged and are based in the US, and Freelancer.
com, which is based in Australia. Together they have 
transacted close to $2 billion of work to date. This 
technological revolution has major social implications. 

SoCiety And demogrAPhiCS
With technological connectivity comes social 
connectivity, which is facilitated by social media. The 
impact of social media on societies is very high. Flows 
of information and the rise of social media create social 
and political expectations. For example, access to non-
state produced information and the freedom of speech 
made possible by social media has contributed to 
changes of governments in a number of countries over 
recent decades. 

Asia

Europe

North  
America

Latin  
America

Africa

Middle 
East

oceania

 internet users

 Penetration

0 20 40 60 80 100

PerCentAge

0 200 400 600 800 1000 1200

million

SoURcE: internet world stats, as of 30 June 2012, www.internetworldstats.com. 
copyright © 2001–2013, miniwatts marketing group. All rights reserved worldwide.

SoURcE: united nations Department of economic and social Affairs.

  Japan
  Australia
  usA
  uK
  china

 indonesia
  world
  Asia
 Thailand
  india

100

90

80

70

60

50

40

30

20

10

0
1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2020 2030 2040 2050 

yeAr

% urBAnisATion rATe



The AccounTing Profession’s engAgemenT wiTh AsiA110

3. Australian Bureau of statistics, available at: http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/Web+Pages/Population+clock?opendocument#from-banner=LN

These trends are evident in Asia, for example in China, 
where there are rising social and political expectations 
while China maintains a coherent and consistent culture 
and government. We could argue that this is similar to 
the case in Singapore, where political stability is finely 
balanced with social mobility and economic prosperity.

In the latter half of the 20th century the world 
experienced rapid population growth, stimulating rapid 
economic growth (see Figure 5). However, there is 
widespread disparity in this population growth between 
nations. Japan, for example, has an ageing population. 
China also has an ageing population, in which the ratio 
of elderly dependents on the working population is 
steadily increasing. 

FIgURE 5: PoPulAtion And gdP

Australia, in fact, probably has the best demographic 
profile of any developing country in the world. Its fertility 
rate is reasonable (about 1.9), though not at replacement 
rate.3 Immigration is also relatively high. Figure 6 shows 
Australians by country of birth. The population is 
increasing, mostly due to migration, and these migrants 
are increasingly coming from Asia, notably China, India, 
Vietnam, the Philippines and Malaysia. In 1996 there 
were around 800,000 Australians born in Asia, whereas 
in 2012 this figure was closer to 2.5 million. 

FIgURE 6: where AuStrAliAnS were born

Indonesia is moving towards becoming an ageing 
population, with fertility rates falling rapidly. This is an 
interesting trend, in which the gap between fertility rates 
in developed and developing countries is narrowing. 
Indonesia, like other developing countries, has invested 
significantly in health and family planning.

India is a youthful nation, with its growing population 
on track to exceed China’s in the late 2020s. This 
youthfulness is likely to be a driving force in India’s 
future prosperity. Similarly, the Philippines has a young 
population, which will likely impact on its economy  
and the political context. 

the future
the eCoNomy
A likely flattening of the global population by the 
middle of this century will bring possible stagnation in 
economic growth around the world in the long term. 
But in the short term there will most likely be continuing 
growth in the economy, with a possible five- to seven-
fold increase in the global economy in the first half of 
this century.
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shiFts iN Work
There are two primary shifts that are reshaping the 
nature of work. First is the way work is distributed; a 
large proportion of work can be done anywhere. Also, 
many jobs are becoming automated. For example, 
electronics manufacturer Foxconn, which has 1.2 million 
workers in Mainland China, is planning to replace half  
a million of those with robots.

These fundamental shifts in the nature of work suggest 
that those jobs that will continue to exist are based 
on creativity, relationships and imagination: attributes 
that are for now uniquely human. These attributes 
are Australia’s strengths: domains in which Australia 
has a strong reputation. However, help and support 
is needed to foster that creativity and imagination 
and the possibilities they afford. As economic value 
shifts to innovation, fostering creativity will become 
an imperative in Asia, requiring a shift from traditional 
educational structures. 

soCiety aND DemographiCs
The forecast for a plateauing of the world’s population 
in the long term will be accompanied by a significant 
movement in population; in an increasingly globalised 
world migration will be more common. Australia has 
one of the highest immigration rates of any large 
developed country in the world, at just under six per 
1000 residents. For Australia this means high levels of 
immigration from many countries around the world, 
much of it driven by economic concerns as war 
becomes less prevalent. The main sources of migration 
for Australia are Southeast Asia and, to a certain degree, 
India and China.

Consider also the ethnic diaspora. Several Southeast 
Asian countries have both large ethnic Chinese 
communities and large ethnic Indian communities.  
The Chinese diaspora is particularly evident in Indonesia, 
Malaysia, Singapore, Vietnam and Thailand. These 
Indian and Chinese communities are particularly central 
to the business context in these countries. In a world 
in which we see a lot more ‘connectedness’ these 
diasporas are especially interesting, particularly when 
thinking about global innovation networks, and the 
ways in which ideas and capital are connected around 
the world. We see this, for example, with Australians in 

Silicon Valley or in Cambridge, Massachusetts, or in Tel 
Aviv, who are connected both to their local communities 
and to Australia. Or the Chinese, who move from 
their local communities to become embedded in new 
communities while maintaining their original ethnic 
connections. These highly mobile, educated individuals 
are recreating ideas of nationhood, place and work, by 
using technology to overcome obstacles of geography 
and nationality. 

The population forecast for Australia is that by 2026 
Sydney will have a population of around 5.5 million, 
growing by some estimates to seven million over the 
subsequent short term; Melbourne is growing almost 
as fast; Adelaide a little slower but still seeing this 
population growth. Regional growth is likely to take 
place in Western Australia and Queensland, driven by 
continued demand in the mining sector. 

ASIA AND AUSTRALIA INTERSEcT
We have looked at where Australia is now in its 
relationship to Asia. The economy of the lucky country 
still relies to a large extent on digging things out of the 
ground, putting them on boats and shipping them off  
to Asia, not so different from the economy of 1964 
when Horne created his famous phrase. That economic 
base will not disappear, but will be subject to cycles,  
and will be a platform for our Asian connection, 
particularly with Japan and China, but also increasingly 
with India as it becomes more industrialised and 
urbanised. While this economic base is secure,  
Australia needs to transcend it.

A potentially large future market for Australia is food. 
One of the likely uncertainties in the coming decades 
around the world will be the ability to feed the world’s 
population; this is not only about creating enough food 
and making sure it can get to the right places, but it is 
also about food security. Australia is well placed to be a 
leader in food provision. To lead in this market, however, 
Australia has to develop and maintain its reputation  
as clean and unpolluted, with an ideal environment for 
safe food production. Similarly, there is much potential 
in the Australian wine industry, with Asia a rapidly 
expanding market and Australia’s clean environment 
a major advantage over other countries, for example, 
those in Europe. 



The AccounTing Profession’s engAgemenT wiTh AsiA112

Travel is also a major intersection for Australia and Asia. 
Visitors from Asia, particularly China, are increasing 
(see Figure 7). Increasing prosperity as well as changing 
perceptions of Australia by the Chinese is driving growth 
in the Australian market. 

Education is a fundamental nexus between Australia 
and Asia but it is more than just about Asian students 
coming to Australia. There are many aspects to the 
Australia–Asia education relationship. For example, 
there are opportunities for education to be undertaken 
collaboratively, the multiple facets of education being 
something that brings us together. To date Australia has 
viewed education as a product to sell to Asia, without 
understanding the need for Australia to educate itself 
about Asia. Increasingly, although slowly, primary and 
secondary education are giving Australian children skills, 
capabilities and experiences of Asia, preparing them to 
engage in the future by exposure to relevant languages 
and technical skills, and nurturing their creativity. 

While there is much discussion in the media about 
the brain drain – Australia’s loss of intellectual capital 
to overseas economies – this is not a concern when 

we think about the connectedness of today’s world. 
What we should focus on is building richer networks 
and stronger connections with the rest of the world. 
Australians going overseas and others coming from  
Asia to Australia and then going on to other places is 
one of the ways in which we build those networks that 
connect ideas, that connect the opportunities that will 
create Australia’s future.

Where once Australians trying to start up a new 
technology venture would look to Silicon Valley, 
increasingly these entrepreneurs consider China as an 
opportunity for both capital and development. One such 
example is mig33, which provides a mobile messaging 
platform. It was born in Perth, moved to Silicon Valley 
and now has its global headquarters in Singapore, not 
least because its biggest markets are in Southeast 
Asia and Africa. At the same time, many US venture 
capitalists are coming to Australia. Whereas in the 
past they would have considered the Australian market 
too small, they now see a presence in Australia as an 
opportunity to be close to Asia without the challenges  
of actually being in, say, China. More needs to be  

FIgURE 7: eXPenditure by ASiAn touriStS in AuStrAliA
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done in Australia to drive this opportunity because 
despite Australia being the most developed in terms 
of start-ups in the region, with potential to link to 
Singapore and Beijing, at present this connection  
is not being fostered effectively.

This is where leadership is critical. Genuine effective 
leadership will focus on knowledge, which stems from 
the growth in services discussed earlier. It will also focus 
on value: the value of work and the value of business, 
which stem from the creativity and innovation discussed 
earlier. Knowledge is at the heart of Australia’s future. 
Where there is mutual knowledge, we know each other 
better, we develop knowledge in each other, and we 
collectively create knowledge together that we could 
not create individually. Knowledge and relationships 
are inextricably intertwined and the nature of our 
relationships with Asia needs to be knowledge-based. 
The importance of relationships in Asia, exemplified 
by those in Chinese culture that are based on guanxi 
(networks or connections), provide an exemplar of 
strong traditional relationships.

However, as the global economy and business become 
increasingly more dynamic, the ability to build high trust 
relationships quickly is a critical capability. Australia 
needs to work harder at providing the necessary cultural 
and language skills to develop relationships. For Asia, 
particularly the Chinese but also other Asian cultures, 
there is a need to become more adaptable and swifter  
at being able to develop these high trust relationships.

Leadership will drive this relationship development. 
Figure 8 shows all the directors of ASX 100 companies 
who were born in Asia. There are 25 from almost 600 
directors, or around 4% of the population of directors, 
in contrast to the approximately 11% of our Australian 
population. Considering the degree of business that 
Australia engages in with Asia, this is an area where 
significant change is needed. Of course there are  
some deeply Asian-experienced directors who are  
not Asian-born in Australian companies, but these  
are in the minority.

FIgURE 8: ASiAn-born direCtorS on toP 100 boArdS

CompaNy DireCtor
CoUNtry oF 
Birth

Alumina Chen Zeng China

Ansell Annie Lo Hong Kong

Ansell Dr Marissa T Peterson Philippines

Atlas Iron Sook Yee Tai Singapore

ANZ Hsien Yang Lee Singapore

Bluescope Steel Yam Pin Tan Singapore

Brambles Tahira Hassan Pakistan

Fortescue Metals Cao Huiquan China

Goodman Yan (Philip) Hok Fan China

IAG Siang (Raymond) Keat Lim Singapore

Investa Office Fund Ming Long (ED) Malaysia

NAB Anthony Kwan Tao Yuen Hong Kong

News Corp The Hon Elaine Lan Chao Taipei

News Corp Professor Viet D Dinh Saigon

Orica Chee Onn Lim Singapore

PanAust Zezhong Li China

QBE Yun (Irene) Lien Lee China

Santos Hock Goh Singapore

Sims Metal Tamotsu (Tom) Sato Singapore

SP Ausnet Teck (Eric) Hai Gwee Singapore

SP Ausnet Tian Yee Ho Singapore

SP Ausnet Kee Choe Ng Singapore

Treasury Wine 
Estates

Yiu-Cheong (Ed) China

UGL Hon. Doctor Kuo-Fung 
(Raymond) Ch’ien

China

Worley Parsons Xiao Bin Wang China

SoURcE: heidrick and struggles.
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ConCluSion
This paper has considered the economy, society and 
the globalisation of many aspects of life and work. 
This broader context provides a framework in which to 
consider how Australia intersects with Asia, now and 
in the future. Leadership, innovation and relationships 
are all central to developing a future in which Australia 
engages successfully with Asia. 

But the most important issue is that Australia needs a 
mental shift. Australians must acknowledge that they 
are Asian. Our population is more and more Asian, and 
increasingly Asia is where we do business. That is who 
we are becoming, and who we are today.

Sustainability is another term – like the lucky country 
– that is bandied around regularly. It is important to 
remember that sustainability in its broadest sense 
means that something can continue indefinitely into 
the future. We know that there are many things done 
collectively that cannot be sustained forever. It is an 
imperative as well as an opportunity for Australia  
to show leadership in creating a sustainable future,  
for the region and for the world. 
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