Accounting Students’
Perceptions of Important Skills
for Career Success

D uring the past decade, the message
to accounting educators has been
clear: Students require more than tech-
nical skills to be successful in today’s
business environment. The American
Accounting Association (AAA, 1986),
the American Institute of Certified Pub-
lic Accountants (AICPA, 1988), the
largest public accounting firms (Per-
spectives, 1989), and the Accounting
Education Change Commission (AECC,
1990) all have recommended changes to
the accounting curriculum. Employers
want to hire students who work well
with others, have good communication
skills, and have strong leadership skills.

Motivating students to improve their
nontechnical skills is an important goal
for accounting educators. Students are
unlikely to work diligently for improve-
ment unless they are convinced that
these skills are critical to success in the
work environment. The purpose of this
study was to assess students’ percep-
tions of the importance of these non-
technical skills relative to technical
accounting skills, and to relate percep-
tions to demographic characteristics.
The results indicate the particular types
of students who could benefit most from
increased emphasis on the importance
of nontechnical skills.

Studies have repeatedly argued that
business students must develop more
than technical skills to succeed (Aiken,
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ABSTRACT. Given numerous calls
from the accounting profession to
emphasize nontechnical skills in
accounting programs, it seems appro-
priate and important to ascertain
whether that message has reached stu-
dents. In this study, we surveyed
approximately 270 students attending
undergraduate and graduate account-
ing classes at the same college to
assess their perceptions of the impor-
tance of nontechnical and technical
accounting skills. We related students’
perceptions to student characteristics.
Analyses of the responses show some
differences  across demographic
groups. The results indicate that
undergraduate students could benefit
from greater awareness of the impor-
tance of nontechnical skills and that
female students should be more aware
of the importance of leadership skills.

Martin, & Paolillo, 1994; Deppe, Son-
deregger, Stice, Clark, & Streuling,
1991; Novin & Tucker, 1993: Rader &
Wunsch, 1980). Accounting students
are generally perceived as having inade-
quate communication skills (Andrews
& Sigband, 1984; Gingras, 1987;
Novin, Pearson, & Senge, 1990). The
importance of strong communication
skills has long been recognized by
researchers and professionals. Estes’s
(1979) results show that practicing
accountants and educators consistently
ranked communication skills as more
important than specific technical skills.
However, Rebele (1985) surveyed stu-

dents and did not find similar results.
His data suggested that accounting stu-
dents ranked technical skills higher.

Since Rebele’s study, much attention
has been devoted to the importance of
communication and other nontechnical
skills in the academic and professional
literature. Changes in the accounting
curriculum have often been suggested
(AICPA, 1988: Perspectives, 1989), as
well as ways to improve the teaching of
nontechnical skills (Gabriel & Hirsch,
1992; Hirsch & Collins, 1988; Laufer &
Crosser, 1990; Ruchala & Hill, 1994,
Scofield & Combes, 1993; Stocks,
Stoddard, & Waters, 1992). The activi-
ties of the AECC and numerous articles
have heightened educators’ awareness
of the need to incorporate communica-
tion and other nontechnical skills into
the accounting curriculum.

Whether that heightened awareness
has affected the importance that stu-
dents place on nontechnical skills
remains a question. For this study, we
measured the perception of students at
an AACSB-accredited college and relat-
ed those perceptions to the students’
demographic characteristics, to deter-
mine whether there were particular
types of students who would benefit
from activities that stress the impor-
tance of these skills in the accounting
profession. We specifically examined
students’ perceptions of communication

March/April 1998 215

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permissionyaw\w.manaraa.com



skills, leadership ability, and the ability
to work with others.

Because our observations were limit-
ed to one institution, we must be cau-
tious in interpreting our findings. Edu-
cators act as intermediaries in informing
students about the profession’s empha-
sis on nontechnical skills. Though pro-
fessors” opinions will likely affect the
opinions of their students, the students
in the study had been exposed to a vari-
ety of instructors in an accounting
department comprising more than 25
full-time faculty members. On the other
hand, we have no reason to believe that
members of our faculty were not repre-
sentative of those at other institutions.

Method

To assess how the students ranked
various technical and nontechnical
skills and to determine whether student
and demographic characteristics were
associated with different rankings, we
administered a questionnaire to more
than 270 graduate and undergraduate
students beginning a 15-week semester.
The students completed the question-
naire in the first or second class meet-
ing. The undergraduate students were
all accounting majors enrolled in Cost
Accounting or Advanced Accounting.
The graduate students were enrolled in a
required graduate Cost Accounting
course. Most of the students indicated
that they planned to pursue employment
related to accounting.

The students were asked to rank 15
skills on a scale ranging from 1 (most
important) to 15 (least important) to suc-
cess in the accounting practice. The ques-
tionnaire also asked for an absolute rating
for each skill on a 5-point Likert scale
ranging from 1 (essential) to 5 (useless).
The questionnaire collected demographic
data as well as other background infor-
mation about each respondent.

Results
Sample Demographics

In Table 1 we report demographic
information about the respondents.
Because some students did not answer
every question, the total number of stu-
dents varies by category. The sample
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TABLE 1. Demographic Data of Respondents

[tem No. %
Male 132 49
Female 136 51
Total 268 100
GPA <3.0° 82 31
GPA 2 3.0 184 69
Total 267 100
Age < 21 years 129 47
Age > 21 years 143 53
Total 272 100
Undergraduate 227 83
Graduate 45 17
Total 272 100
Continuing education” 87 39
Day 138 61
Total 225 100
Seniors 32 24
Juniors 143 66
Certificates® 21 10
Total 216 100

accounting.

aSelf-reported grade point average (on a 4.0 scale). "Students enrolled in continuing education are
typically part-time students who are employed. Some are degree candidates and therefore can be
classified as juniors or seniors based on the number of courses completed. The others are working
toward a certificate and therefore cannot be classified as juniors or seniors. “Certificate students
have completed an undergraduate degree in a field other than accounting and are working toward
a certificate in accounting. They are required to take all the accounting courses needed to major in

was nearly evenly divided between male
and female students, and more than a
third of the respondents were over 26
years old. The majority of respondents
(83%) were undergraduate students. Of
the total undergraduate sample, about
61% were traditional day students, and
the remainder were continuing educa-
tion students (most of them part time).
A small proportion of the continuing
education students were “certificate”
students. They had college degrees in
disciplines other than accounting and
took the same undergraduate accounting
courses as accounting majors to earn a
certificate in accounting. Self-reported
grade point averages (GPAs) show that
about 69% of students responding had a
GPA greater than a 3.0 on a 4.0 scale.!

Skill Rankings

Students rated each skill on both the
5-point and the 15-point scales. In Table

2, we report the means and standard
deviations for both the absolute ratings
and the relative rankings of the 15 tech-
nical and nontechnical skills. According
to the absolute ratings, students believed
most of the skills listed were very
important or essential; two thirds of the
items received a mean rating of less than
2. The highest rated skills were account-
ing knowledge (1.32), professionalism
(1.37), logical reasoning (1.45), and
problem solving (1.49). The four non-
technical skills, leadership, oral commu-
nication, written communication, and
working well with others, had mean rat-
ings between 1.5 and 2.0. Only auditing
knowledge, economics, law, memoriza-
tion, and statistics had mean ratings
below 2.0. Students surveyed seemed
unwilling to admit that any skill is unim-
portant to their careers in accounting.
The students’ perceptions reflected in
the mean relative rankings indicate that
accounting knowledge was considered
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to be the most important skill by far.
Statistics and memorization were
ranked as the least important. The four
nontechnical skills examined had mean
relative rankings between 6.4 and §.4,

but the high standard deviations
observed in Table 2 indicate that stu-
dents’ perceptions varied considerably.
Histograms that summarize the frequen-
cy distributions of students’ rankings of

TABLE 2. Perceptions of the Importance of Skills for Career Success
Mean scale® Mean rank”

Skill (1-5) SD (1-15) SD
Accounting knowledge 1.32 53 275 2.0
Auditing knowledge 2.18 .80 8.36 360
Computer knowledge 1.54 .67 6.48 342
Economics 293 .76 12.18 2.88
Law 243 81 10.01 3.48
Leadership 1.96 .85 8.39 3.78
Logical reasoning 1.45 59 5.54 3.57
Memorization 2413 79 11.58 3.50
Oral communications 1.56 .68 6.49 3.66
Professionalism 1.37 58 6.32 3.58
Problem solving 1.49 .62 5.90 347
Statistics 2.89 .84 13:12 2,15
Time management 1.61 .70 7.41 3.44
Written communications 1.66 72 7.94 3.56
Working well with others 1.59 .74 7.39 3.67
Students rated each skill listed on a scale ranging from 1 (essential) to 5 (useless). Each skill was
rated independent of others, therefore a student could have given every skill the same rating. "Stu-
dents ranked each skill listed on a scale ranging from 1 (most important) to 15 (least important). In
this question, each student compared the skills listed and indicated his or her perception of their rel-
ative importance. Responses that did not provide relative rankings are not included in the analyses.

leadership, oral communication, written
communication, and working well with
others are presented in Figure 1. These
clearly show students’ lack of consensus
about the importance of nontechnical
skills to an accounting career.

Are Demographic Characteristics
Associated With Perceptions?

For each of the four nontechnical
skills, we categorized the responses into
three levels—high, medium, and low—
based on the importance ranking that
the student assigned to the skill. We
then conducted a series of chi-square
tests to determine if demographic char-
acteristics were related to students’
rankings. Responses of students who
did not rank the skills from 1 to 15
according to the directions in the ques-
tionnaire were excluded from the analy-
ses.” There were 267 valid responses
included in the analyses that follow.

Rather than applying an arbitrary cut-
off to classify responses into the high,
medium, and low groups, we defined
the categories using the frequency dis-
tributions.” We sorted the students’

FIGURE 1. Frequency Distributions of Students’ Rankings of Nontechnical Skills
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responses for each skill from highest to
lowest based on the importance ranks
assigned to that skill by students. We
then divided the responses approximate-
ly* into thirds: The third who ranked the
skill as most important was designated
as the high group; the third who ranked
the skill as least important was desig-
nated as the low group. In Table 3, we
report the number of responses included
in each category. These groupings pro-
duced an approximately equal number
of observations in each “row” of the chi-
square tests. Therefore, almost all varia-
tion observed in the tests was the result
of differences in the student characteris-
tic being examined.

We found some demographic factors
that were significantly associated with
differences among the importance cate-
gories. The results of univariate chi-
square tests of the entire population are
reported in Table 4, Panel A. An inter-
esting gender effect was observed. Male
students were more likely than female
students to rank leadership skills higher
(p < 0.001). There are no other signifi-
cant differences related to gender.

The other strong result relates to
graduate students. Compared with
undergraduate students, graduate stu-
dents ranked written communications
much higher (p < 0.001). Graduate stu-
dents also ranked oral communication
skills and working well with others
higher, but the differences were not sta-
tistically significant (p = 0.12 and p =
0.15, respectively). The distribution of
rankings for leadership were different
for graduate students relative to under-
graduates, though the difference was not
significant (p = 0.14). A higher percent-
age of graduate students than under-
graduates ranked leadership in the mid-
dle category.

Because graduate student status is
positively correlated with both age and
GPA, we must be careful when inter-
preting the results for those characteris-
tics. The results for age and GPA report-
ed in Panel A of Table 4 mirror those
reported for graduate students for both
written communication skills and lead-
ership skills. Older students and stu-
dents with higher GPAs ranked written
communication skills higher and leader-
ship skills lower. We examined the grad-
uate and undergraduate student respons-
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es separately to determine whether the
graduate students’ responses were dri-
ving the results for age and GPA. Uni-
variate chi-square tests on the graduate
students’ responses indicate that gradu-
ate students were homogeneous in their
perceptions of the importance of non-
technical skills. All demographic factors
tested were independent with respect to
the importance rankings. In Panel B of
Table 4, we summarize the results for
undergraduate students. Note that for
written communication skills and lead-
ership skills, the differences observed in
Panel A for age and GPA disappear. The
effects of age and GPA only exist when

the graduate students are included in the
sample. This suggests that it may be
graduate status that is responsible for
the differences observed.

The “working well with others” cate-
gory provides an interesting story. As
mentioned above, graduate students
tended to rank working well with others
slightly higher than undergraduates.
However, we found that older students
ranked it lower than did younger stu-
dents. This finding related to age
prompted us to examine differences
between day undergraduates and contin-
uing education students. Results pre-
sented in Panel B of Table 4 suggest that

TABLE 3. Categories Used for the Chi-Square Tests for Independence

Ranks and no. of responses categorized as

Skill High Medium Low
Written communications 1-6 7-10 10-15
(n=98) (ni=19) (n=90)
Oral communications 5-8 9-15
(n=96) (n=96) (n=175)
Leadership 1-6 7-10 11-15
(n=284) (n=91) (n=92)
Working well with others 1-5 6-9 10-15
(n=91) (n=93) (n=83)

Note. The number of responses in each category represents those analyzed in the chi-square tests
that combine undergraduate and graduate students (Table 4, Panel A). The same boundaries apply
to the high, medium, and low categories used for testing undergraduates only; however, the num-

ber of responses in each category is fewer.

TABLE 4. Results of Univariate Chi-Square Tests of Students’ Perceptions

Written
communication

communication

Oral Works well
Leadership  with others

Panel A: Nontechnical skills and selected demographic
characteristics of all students

Gender 0.19
Age 8.38"
GPA 8.94"
Graduate vs.

undergraduate 11.95"

1.27 14.08"* 1.83
4.00 10.38" 10.04™
0.67 6.98 3.71
4.21 3.86 3.83

Panel B: Nontechnical skills and selected demographic
characteristics of undergraduate students

Gender 0.93
Age 3.07
GPA 5.34
Day/ continuing

education 1.74

0.44 12.80™* Ao
5.69 7.67 9193
0.25 7.40 5.67
1.06 9.00™ 925"
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tance of Writing Skills

TABLE 5. Impact of Undergraduate Status on Perceptions of the Impor-

Population examined?

Comparison

2 statistic » value
!

Day and
continuing education
(n=212)

{(n'="173)

Certificates vs.
Seniors vs. juniors 7.50 p=.11

Day and Certificates

continuing education and seniors 5.44 p =07
(n=212) VS. juniors

Day only Seniors vs. juniors 3.67 p=-16
(n=135)

Continuing education only Certificates vs. 4.25 p=.12

undergraduates

4See Table 1 (notes b and c) for a description of student status.

traditional day students ranked leader-
ship skills (p < 0.05) and working well
with others (p < 0.01) higher relative to
the continuing education students.

Chi-square tests on subsets of the
population show few statistically signif-
icant differences related to class stand-
ing. In Table 5, we present comparisons
among various categories of undergrad-
vate students related to written commu-
nication skills. A comparison of certifi-
cate students, seniors, and juniors shows
that the more experienced students
ranked written communication skills
higher (though not statistically signifi-
cant). Combining the most experienced
groups, certificates and seniors, pro-
duces a statistically significant result (p
< ().10). The tendency in all the compar-
isons was similar; more experienced
students ranked writing somewhat high-
er than did the less experienced stu-
dents.

Discussion

The results indicate that though some
students recognize the importance of
nontechnical skills, many continue to
rank them much lower in importance
than technical accounting skills. Gradu-
ate students appear to be more aware of
the profession’s emphasis on nontechni-
cal skills; those in this sample rated
written communication skills signifi-
cantly higher than did the undergraduate
students. Seniors and certificate stu-

dents tended to rank written communi-
cation skills higher than did juniors. On
balance, the results find modest support
for the argument that students’ aware-
ness of the importance of nontechnical
skills, particularly of written communi-
cation, is heightened as they progress in
education and experience.

Contrary to that interpretation are the
results noted for continuing education
students. The continuing education stu-
dents perceived leadership and working
well with others to be significantly less
important than did day students.
Because many of these students were
working full time, it appears that
increased level of college education,
rather than work experience, is associat-
ed with higher rankings for nontechni-
cal skills. The result may also be the
evening students’ frustration at having
group projects assigned in accounting
classes. Both skills—leadership and
working well with others—are directly
associated with group work, and often
the evening students are most vocal
about the difficulties involved in manag-
ing the logistics of group assignments.

Another interesting finding is that
male undergraduates ranked leadership
skills higher than did female undergrad-
uates. There was no similar gender dif-
ference among the graduate students.
This result indicates a need for account-
ing professors to stress the link between
leadership skills and career success,
especially to female students. Advisors

within accounting departments must
also encourage female students to seek
opportunities to develop their leadership
potential.

Conclusion

The results of this study show that
many students still do not appreciate the
value that employers place on nontech-
nical skills, whereas others consider
those skills to be critical to their success.
Students with more seniority (graduate
students relative to undergraduates and
seniors relative to juniors) appear to rate
nontechnical skills higher on average
(except for leadership skills). The vari-
ous activities incorporated in the junior
level accounting courses that stress non-
technical skills, such as cases and writ-
ten projects, may be responsible for
these findings. It is also possible that stu-
dents’ educational experiences differ,
thus leading to the higher variation in
pedagogical approaches on students’
perceptions.

Educators must evaluate what
amount of time and effort should be
directed to heighten students’ awareness
of the importance of nontechnical skills.
These results indicate that undergradu-
ate students, juniors in particular, still
may not appreciate the importance of
these skills to their future success.
Accounting professors must design pro-
jects and activities that will successfully
increase students’ awareness of how
important nontechnical skills are to a
successful career in accounting.
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NOTES

1. This proportion secms unusually high, espe-
cially for the undergraduate population. We
believe there is an upward bias in the self-report-
ed grade point averages.

2. Some students did not rank all items (incom-
plete responses), and some reported the same rank
for more than one skill (e.g., more than one skill
ranked number one).

3. We wish to thank an anonymous reviewer
for suggesting the use of triptiles to define the
high. medium. and low categories for each non-
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technical skill. We also analyzed the data by clas-
sifying high as ranks [-5, medium as ranks 6-10,
and low as ranks [1-15. Our results were qualita-
tively similar for both approaches.

4. If we divide the sample into cqual thirds.
different responses that ranked a skill exactly the
same would occasionally be separated into difter-
ent groupings. For example. to create equal trip-
tiles for leadership, the top triptile should contain
the 89 responses that ranked leadership the high-
est. Unfortunately, using that criteria, both the
89th and 90th responses ranked leadership a 7 out
of 15. Of the 24 responses that ranked leadership
as a 7 there would be S classified in the high group
and 19 classified in the medium group. Because
there is no reasonable rationale for grouping
responses in that manner, we constructed the trip-
tiles that cut oft between ranks. For leadership that
means the top triptile contains only 84 responses.
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