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ABSTRACT

Nowadays, professional accountants have to deal
with a range of information technologies in a variety
of ways throughout their professional lives. An all
emphasising  skills based competency for
accountants is, therefore, required, which not only
caters for technical skills, but also requires
organisational, human, and conceptual skills to take
optimum advantage of IT for the benefit of the
entire organisation. This research seeks to
investigate IT competencies among professional
accountants in Malaysian SMEs. This study takes a
comprehensive view of IT competence for
professional accountants, and investigates the issue
at hand in technical, organisational, human, and
conceptual dimensions. In doing so, it employs a
qualitative interpretive research methodology with
exploratory case study method. It uses diverse data
collection strategies including, and relies on
triangulation of evidence to resolve the research
questions in this study. This research, thus, makes
significant  contribution to  academic and
professional bodies and provide theoretical base for
developing IT related competencies for knowledge
workers in general and professional accountants in
particular.

Keywords: information technology, competencies,
technical skills, organisational skills, people skill,
conceptual skills, professional accountants.

INTRODUCTION

Information technologies (IT) have changed the way
businesses are organised as well as the way they
executed [42]. IT has become an integral part of
routine business, as these technologies assist
employees to not only execute business processes
but also helps them in making informed decision
based on quality information. The International
Federation of Accountants (IFAC) [20], states that
IT is pervasive in the business world and ascertain
level of competence is imperative for professional
accountants to perform their tasks. The traditional
role of accountants has been transformed from
manual to computerised accounting [24] and IT is
increasingly being embedded in accounting tasks,

for example management reporting [41]. In fact, IT
has transformed the way data is collected,
processed, stored, and aggregated for preparation for
accounting and finance related information required
by the management to control and manage the
business activities.

IT competencies are imperative for accountants to
perform their tasks [40]. These competencies
constitute IT skills, IT experience, management
skills (in particular project management) and
interpersonal skills. These skills on one hand aid the
routine business activities related to an accountants’
work, and on the other hand help them create an
environment where these technologies operate at
their optimum level for the strategic internal and
external advantage of the business. This also
signifies the changing phase of accounting work and
corresponding IT skills. For example IT has reduced
the massive amount of work involved in double
entry systems and maintenance of various ledgers;
and the same time the role of accountant has
changed from simply bookkeeping to a decision
maker [36].

Recent trends indicate that business organisations
have become customer oriented, information driven,
project based, flatter in structure, and consisting of a
number of functional and cross functional teams [4].
An all emphasising skills set for accountants is,
therefore, required, which not only caters for IT
skills but also accounts for organisational, human,
and interpersonal skills. Such a skills set equips
individuals with the requisite skills and knowledge
to produce quality outcomes for the benefit of the
entire organisation.

Therefore, there is a complex set of competencies
required by accountants to offer better quality
service to customers. Knowledge of IT and
experience in IT, of course, is at the core of these
skills. However, there are certain organisations,
human and interpersonal skills required by the
accountants to make appropriate use of IT skills in
organisational settings. For example, for an
accountant, skills and competencies in use of spread
sheet or taxation software or accounting software is
required. However, these softwares are process
dependent and take input from various other areas of
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the organisations and at the same time provide
output to various other areas of the organisations. In
these circumstances, an individual needs to have
complementary teamwork, interpersonal, and
analytical skills to understand the information needs
of the process, comprehend process hand offs and
interfaces, and process information to produce
useful outputs.

There are several studies have been conducted to
analyse the views of accountants with regards to IT
competencies. Chang and Hwang [9], for example,
questioned whether accountants are competent in
the use of IT and have voiced concerns over whether
college education and personal training effectively
and efficiently prepare accountants to meet these
challenges. Similarly, Mgaya and Kitindi [26] argue
that the widespread use of IT has forced accountants
to become more competent in the use of IT in order
to survive in their profession. This issue has also
concerned Greenstein-Prosch and McKee [15] who
conducted a study on this issue looking at
accounting educators and audit practitioners. Their
results indicate that accountants possess a low level
of knowledge of critical business technologies, such
as wireless communications, software security tools,
network configurations, and workflow technology.
In addition, Rai, Vatanasakdakul & Aoun [32]
support the findings of Greenstein-Prosch and
McKee [15] in a study conducted in Australia which
revealed that the overall IT knowledge levels among
Australian accountants are lower than the perception
towards the importance of these technologies [32].

Currently, IT competencies for professional
accountants, particularly in Malaysian SMEs
context is an area that has not been fully explored.
Although many studies have been conducted in
Malaysian context focusing on the identification and
analysis of technical skills and knowledge of
accounting students, accounting practitioners such
as auditors, and to analyse the integration of IT into
accounting curriculums [22, 23, 37], yet, there have
not been any study into the nature and type of IT
related skills required for professional accountants
to perform their duties efficiently. Even in the
studies where IT skills were investigated, those
skills were investigated in a uni dimensional
manner. This means that only the skills related to
the use of IT skills has been investigated.

It is essential to explore the skills set required by
professional accountants in Malaysia to perform the
tasks efficiently. Malaysian context is particularly
different because SMEs in Malaysia rely on
government assistance and incentives to accelerate
the use of IT [35, 18]. It will, however, be
interesting to study the competencies develop the
use of IT in different culture settings.
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LITERATURE REVIEW

Boritz and Carnaghan [5] posit that competency is
the ability to ‘do’ rather than the ‘know how’ to do
an activity. The authors further assert that
knowledge on its own is not sufficient to represent
competence. This statement is supported by Palmer
[29] who argues that competence is outcome-based
in terms of the ability to perform professional
responsibilities including knowledge and skills.
IFAC [21] defines competencies as the ability to
perform professional tasks and roles expected of an
accountant, whether fresh graduate or experienced,
to the standard expected by employers and the
general public.

Oxford Dictionary [28] defines competence as the
state of quality of being adequately or well qualified
or a specific range of skills, knowledge and abilities.
Competence, therefore, is the link between skills of
employee and the job requirements. Basselier, Reich
& Benbasat [3] define IT competencies as the set of
IT-related knowledge and experience that a business
manager knowledge worker possesses. The authors
suggest two dimensions; IT related knowledge and
IT experience. IT knowledge refers to specialised
knowledge possessed by individuals i.e., how well
they understand fundamental IT concepts, how well
informed they are about the use of IT in their
organisation. IT experience, however, is referring to
the activities taking place in the particular
organisational context relating the individual’s
work. IT experience represents the technical
knowledge of the individual that he/she has gain
from previous interaction with technology. So that,
increased interaction has resulted in an increased the
competency level of the individual.

In the accounting context, Carnaghan [8] views IT
competencies as what would be demonstrated by
activities, like being able to create a spread sheet or
database for a particular purpose, or the ability to
use software. Table 1 illustrates a compilation of IT
competencies definition from various authors.
According to IFAC [21], professional accountants
are expected to possess necessary IT competencies
and the credibility of the accountancy profession
depends on their success in fulfilling this obligation.
Thus, every professional accountant is expected to
act as a user, designer, manager, planner or
evaluator of information systems; or a combination
of these roles [40]. It has to be acknowledged that
these roles require technical skills, organisation
skills, interpersonal skills, and other social skills. In
contemporary context, interpersonal skills are
extremely important as these skills in an IT context
are essential ingredient of the skill required to
support the professional accountants [21].
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Table 1: Definition of IT Competencies

Author(s) Definition of IT

Competencies

Gold, Malhotra & “the shared IT capability that

Segard [14] enables the flow of
knowledge in organization to
be supported”

Tippin & Sohi [39] | “consist of three important
component, namely IT
knowledge, IT operation, and
IT object”

Basselier, Reich & | “the set of IT-related
Benbasat et al. [3] knowledge and experience
that a business manager
possesses”’

Carnaghan [8] “what would be
demonstrated by activities,
like being able to create a
spread sheet or database for
a particular purpose, or the
ability to use tax planning
software”

Croteau & “to support the effective use
Raymond [10] and management of IT”

Source: Compiled from various authors

In considering the definition for IT competencies of
professional accountants, it is important to
emphasise the need for both IT skills and relevant
knowledge such as management skills, interpersonal
skills and experience of IT [21]. Thus, integrating
the abovementioned definitions and discussion, IT
competencies are defined as;

“the set of IT skills, management skills, IT
experience and interpersonal skills that
professional accountants must possess to use IT

effectively”.

IT Competencies for Professional Accountants in
Malaysian Paradigm

In Malaysia, IFAC guidelines have been used by
accounting educators and accounting practitioners as
a guide to improve professionalism of accountants.
Although professional accountants’ IT competencies
are required by the professional standards set by
IFAC, very little is known about professional
accountants IT competencies levels, especially in
developing economies such as Malaysia [22]. There
are very few studies available that have investigated
IT competencies for professional accountants in
developing economies. These studies, however only
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use one dimension that is i.e. IT skills to measure
accounting practitioners’ competence in using IT.
Ismail and Abidin’s study found a relatively low
level use of technology by participants, especially in
advanced technologies such as EDI, CASE tools,
agent technologies, database design and application
service provider, even though these technologies are
considered as important [22]. On the other hand, Lai
and Nawawi [23] study reveal that the usage of e-tax
applications is still not pervasive in tax practice
among accounting practitioners. However, the
findings of these studies indicate that only a few
technologies such as word-processer, electronic
spread sheet, email, electronic search and retrieval
and small accounting software are considered as
adequate by the participants in the attempts to
identify the critical IT skills among them.

In conclusion, both studies suggest that the
participants may not yet understand the relevance of
some technologies relating to accounting work.
Moreover, these studies only focused on the
accountant as an auditor and tax practitioner, thus,
the scope of this study need to be extended to
professional accountants in general. It makes this
research highly appropriate to Malaysian context,
because this research not only takes some
multidimensional perspective but also looks as the
IT competencies required for professional
accounting in general.

What  Constitutes IT Competencies for
Professional Accountants?

IFAC through IEG 11 encourages professional
accountants to have competencies in IT. However,
the standard required of IT competencies is not
specified and does not give a specific approach on
how to develop the IT skills and competence.
Therefore, the information systems literature has
been reviewed to identify what dimensions or
elements have been employed in previous studies.
Most of the outcomes of these studies have been a
list of IT skills such as the ability to use spread
sheets, word processer, accounting packages and
web browser that accountants must be proficient
with [15, 26, and 23].

Information systems literature indicates that IT
related competencies dependent upon a number of
other dimensions or skills [8]. Modern or
contemporary professional accountants are required
to provide leadership and management support in
addition to their routine jobs. It is therefore,
essential that professional accountants must have
requisite organisational, management, behavioural,
and people skills. These skills provide necessary
support to IT skills so that professional accountants
can perform their jobs effectively. It is, however
also important to note that experience of
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accountants, the culture of organisations, and the
formal training of accountants will always have
significant influence on the level of competence in
accountant possesses in operating, designing and
using IT [3, 21,19].

The literature suggests four different set of skills
that are required by a knowledge worker in the
contemporary paradigm [1]. These skills are
technical, organisational, people and conceptual or
TOPC skills framework. Technical skills involved
specialised knowledge about methods, processes,
and techniques designed to carry out specialised
activity. Organisational skills are skills enable
employees or workers to plan and carry on activities
effectively. People skills deal with human behaviour
and interpersonal process and conceptual skills
include analytical ability, creativity, efficiency in
problem solving and ability to recognise
opportunities and potential problems.

Professional accountants’ skills for success are
highly required to react quickly and effectively in
organisations. Thus, to be an effective accountant,
the right mix of skills has to be developed to sustain
the implementation of TOPC skills framework. This
TOPC framework (see Figure 1) support
accountants in everything they do during the
accounting processes such as, auditing, recording
daily financial transactions, preparing financial
statements and making decisions. For that reason,
the American Institute of Certified Public
Accountants (AICPA) through Core Competency
Framework asserted the values of professional
accountants as competitive by identifying key
TOPC framework elements such as communication
and leadership skills, negotiation, strategic, problem
solving and critical thinking and personal
improvement as well as project management cited
by Institute of Management Accountants [1]. In
fact, good TOPC framework is critical to the
prosperity and even the survival of organisations [1]

Organisational
Skills

Conceptual
Skills People Skills

Figure 1: The TOPC Framework
Source: Developed by the Author

357

Technical skills

The rate of automation in contemporary businesses
requires that knowledge workers possess a variety of
technical skills. El-Sabaa [12] and Peterson & Van-
Fleet [31] define technical skills as the one which
provide an individual with understanding of specific
knowledge, particularly involving methods,
processes, procedures, or techniques to perform
specific tasks. Specialised knowledge, analytical
ability and the ability to use tools and techniques
relating to the specific discipline are important
indicators of developing technical skills [12, 30].

Technical skills, however, are extremely important
for entry-level employees and fresh accounting
graduates. El-Sabaa [12] denotes that the need for
technical competencies decreases when an
individual move to the higher level in an
organisation. In fact, at the top or organisations’
structure, the technical skills required a minimal.

In the accounting context, fresh graduates or junior
accountants are required for performing such jobs
like bookkeeping, maintaining financial
management, and generating of taxation statement.
However, when the chief of financial officer (CFO)
of organisation is more concerned about decision
making, management and control of organisation is
not directly involved with the preparation of
accounting reports and financial statements. The
point being highlighted here is that the level of
competencies changes as an individual progress in
his or her career.

In response to changes in technology and the way
businesses have been transformed, universities and
other institutions imparting formal educations in
accounting are also changing their curriculum to
match these changes and equip their graduates to
perform their tasks effectively [17, 37].

Byrd and Turner [6] argue that IT related technical
skills should be related to programming, use of
software  packages, model building, model
applications, data management, database
development and data communication areas. In
another study, Byrd and Turner [7] conclude that
technical skills are the most important skill set in
establishing information systems infrastructure, it
used and maintenance. The authors emphasise
technical skills such as programming languages,
expert systems, decision support systems, managing
a life cycle of projects, distributed processing,
network management, maintenance, and developing
web-based applications, CASE methods or tools and
data warehousing, mining, or data marts.
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IT Skills

IT skills are the ability of individual to use
information technologies and tools such as
Microsoft Office, databases and Electronic Resource
Planning (ERP), electronic network and the other
software and hardware used in execution of IT the
business. IT skills are important for professional
accountants since it enables them to use information
effectively and efficiently [15, 26, and 40]. The
following section listed some of the most commonly
used software in Malaysian paradigm.

e Word processer software

e  Spread sheet software

e Business accounting software
e Communication software

e  Electronic search and retrieval

Tax return preparation software

Organisational skills

Organisational skills are the skills which help
employees to make their organisation better and
successful [2]. These skills are defined as skills for
organisations’ smooth running processes, including
intra-organisation, communication and incentives
for employees to actively contribute to job
efficiency [33]. In the accounting context,
organisational skills assist accountants in organising
and classifying accounting transactions into logical
form, organising accounting work space, preparing
financial budget, time management and prioritising
certain accounting activities. Similarly,
organisational skills are essential for successful
accountants who need to balance a host of different
duties. Several studies have identified time
management and project ~management  as
organisational critical skills (See Table 2) [1, 25, 13,
and 2].

Table 2: Organisational Critical Skills
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People Skills

People skills can be described as human
understanding of themselves, talking effectively,
relationship of trust, respect and productive
interactions [34]. In other words, these skills reflect
the ability of employees to interact with
stakeholders or clients in ways that develop respect,
mutual understanding and productive working
relations. Leadership, delegation, communication
skills, teambuilding abilities, negotiation, teamwork,
motivation and collaboration skills are the examples
of people skills. People skills are necessary in
accounting practices to communicate and negotiate
effectively, not only to clients but also the
stakeholders to gain a proper view of the
information and business performance.

Conceptual Skills

Conceptual skills are the skills to analyse and
diagnose a problem. These skills are skills that
utilise the ability of a human to form concepts, such
skills include creative thinking, abstractions,
analysing complex situations, and problem solving
[27]. These skills help a person to form concept
about phenomena. Conceptual skills in the
accounting context are imperative in analysing
complex situations, processes and interpreting
information for decision making [21].Conceptual
skills also include analysing complex systems,
logical thinking, structured thinking, strategic
thinking, system thinking, effective execution
thinking, analytic skills and decision making.

Table 3: The Basic Skills Employees Need

Organisational Skills

= Time Management =  Project

Management

People Skills Conceptual Skills
=  Motivational =  Abstraction
Goal Setting = Problem Solving
=  Negotiation = Creative Thinking
=  Teamwork = Analyzing
=  Communication Complex Systems
Skills = Logical
= Collaboration = Strategic
Abilities Thinking
= Delegation = Effective
= Leadership Execution
=  Teambuilding = Thinking and
Abilities Analytic Skills
= Decision Making
= System Thinking

Source: Developed from various authors

Source: Aldag & Kuzuhara [1]
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PROPOSED RESEARCH FRAMEWORK

This research seeks to investigate IT competencies
among professional accountants in Malaysian small
to medium sized enterprises. This study takes a
comprehensive view of IT competence for
professional accountants, and investigates the issue
at hand in technical, organisational, human, and
conceptual dimensions.

The main research question is “How competent
professional accountants working in Malaysian
SMEs are in terms of using IT?” followed by three
sub-questions:

e What are the necessary IT skills set required
for professional accountants?

e  What are the IT related competencies that help
professional accountants to perform their job
better?

e What is an appropriate framework for
developing IT related competencies for
professional accountants in Malaysian SMEs?

The research framework illustrated in figure 2
shows foundation for this research which

demonstrated the multi-layered and multi-tied
framework of IT related competencies for

professional accountants.
ontext(SQ3) \

IT Competencies (502)

National
Professional

Accountants Formal Accounting
Standard Education
National

Accounting
Standard Board

Organisational
Skils

=5 .
Standard

- /

Figure 2: Conceptual Framework of the
Research
Source: Developed for this research

The inner layer of the framework represents the first
sub-question of the research which deals with the
generic skill set of IT competencies. It takes a
comprehensive view of IT competence for
professional accountants, and investigates the issue
at hand in technical, organisational, people, and
conceptual dimensions. The second layer of the
framework seeks to the IT related competencies that
help professional accountants to perform their job
properly. The aim is to employ the abovementioned
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skill set in the perspective of experience,
organisational culture, formal accounting education
and the international standard for accounting
practices. The third layer of the framework
recognises the actual competencies of professional
accountants in using IT for jurisdiction specific. For
the purpose of this research, it will be focused to
Malaysian jurisdiction specifically within Malaysian
SMEs.

In order to answer the research question, this
research will employ a qualitative interpretive
research methodology with exploratory case study
method. Qualitative research methodology approach
is represented by distinctive techniques and tools
[38]. It involves non-numeric data to provide a
deeper understanding of phenomena within its
context and creates a strong relationship between the
phenomena under study and the researcher [16].

This research fits into the qualitative research genre
because it focuses on individual interpretations and
lived experience as described by Daly et al. [11]. In
addition, the employment of this methodological
approach enables a study of professional
accountants IT competencies experiences and case
study methodology is the best approach to answer
the research question posed in this study.

CONCLUSION
This paper discussed issues about investigating of IT
related  competencies among  professional
accountants  within Malaysian SMEs. The

investigation is based on the integration of IT in
every aspect of accounting works and the needs of
professional accountants to acquire appropriate
competencies to stay relevant in their careers. In
addition, increasing professional accountants’ IT
competencies will help organisation to facilitate the
full utilisation of IT infrastructure and generate
efficiency in business activities.
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