MANAGEMENT

career paths

The Importance of Gommunication
Skills at Different Gareer Levels

Insights from the Profession

By Douglas M. Boyle, Daniel P. Mahoney, Brian W. Carpenter, and Ronald J. Grambo

1989 white paper, “Perspectives on Education: Capabilities
for Success in the Accounting Profession,” issued by the
then—Big Eight public accounting firms, identified com-
munication and interpersonal skills as two of the three gen-
eral skill sets essential to a successful public accounting career.
Although the profession’s need for communication skills has
increased in the years since its issuance, studies have found that
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many accounting graduates still lack these competencies.
Accordingly, young CPAs might need to focus on these skills and
formulate a developmental plan to ensure that their communica-
tion skills meet expectations for advancement.

This article’s study collects and analyzes the perceived need
for particular communication skill sets in order to advance to each
of three common public accounting ranks: senior, manager, and
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partner. Results indicate that communica-
tion skills are viewed as critically impor-
tant for advancement to all ranks, but that
certain skills are emphasized for promo-
tion to specific ranks. These findings
should help interested professionals
enhance the communication skills that are
emphasized for the rank they currently
hold, as well as for the rank to which
they aspire. A developmental plan based
on these targeted skills can enhance one’s
career prospects and the likelihood of
advancement.

Important Findings from Prior Studies

As previously noted, the 1989 white
paper called for an increased focus on the
communication skills of practicing accoun-
tants. With a goal of cultivating these
vital skills in accounting students, it chal-
lenged academia to make fundamental
changes to curricula and teaching methods.
In the 25 years since the white paper’s pub-
lication, the accounting profession has con-
tinued to stress the importance of such “soft
skills,” and academic research has likewise
continued its efforts to identify their sig-
nificance. It would seem that, despite cur-
ricular changes many institutions have
made in response to the profession’s call
for improved communication skills, there
is a perception that deficiencies continue
to exist. All of this raises the question as
to the specific kinds of communication
skills that are essential and the manner in
which current deficiencies can be
addressed.

In “Are Technical Skills Still Important?,”
Cindy Blanthorne, Sak Bhamornsiri, and
Robert E. Guinn noted that their survey of
recently promoted Big Five partners identi-
fied communication and interpersonal skills
as two of the top three most important skill
sets necessary for promotion of public accoun-
tants through the ranks of senior, manager,
and partner, with interpersonal skills being
ranked first for promotion from manager to
partner (The CPA Journal, March 2005).

In “Failure to Communicate: Why
Accounting Students Don’t Measure Up to
Professionals’ Expectations,” Ping Lin, Debra
Grace, Sudha Krishnan, and Jeannette
Gilsdorf noted that, despite years of curricu-
lar change that required “students to take
courses in speaking and writing,” many
recruiters found that students continued to

AUGUST 2014 / THE CPA"JOURNAL

lack the communication skills expected by
the accounting profession (7The CPA Journal,
January 2010). Simply requiring general
speaking and writing coursework without
understanding which specific skills are impor-
tant is problematic. The study, which sur-
veyed upper-level accounting majors, can also
provide insight as to why this gap in com-
munication skills still exists. Results revealed
that accounting students often undervalue the
importance that communication and inter-
personal skills play in the success of a
practicing accountant. Furthermore, the high-
est-ranked reasons participating students indi-
cated for choosing accounting as their major
included “I do my best work alone,” which
suggests a mindset that may be incongruent
with the communication and teamwork char-
acteristics sought by the profession.

Elsie Ameen, Sharon M. Bruns, and
Cynthia Jackson identified similar findings
in “Communication Skills and Accounting:
Do Perceptions Match Reality?” (The CPA
Journal, July 2010). Another indication
of a communication gap is a more recent
study, “The Communication Methods of

Today's Students: Is the Phone
Conversation Dead?,” in which Clement
C. Chen, Keith T. Jones, and Shawn Xu
found that current accounting students
“strongly favor the more indirect method
of e-mailing over the more direct method
of making a phone call” (The CPA Journal,
November 2012). E-mail was cited as the
most frequent method utilized by students
when engaging fellow classmates for learn-
ing purposes (54%), and texting was the
preferred method (35%) for socialization.
In view of the importance of relationship-
building within the profession, as well as
the fact that the complexity of many pro-
fessional issues requires face-to-face
interaction, these student-preferred com-
munication methods are likely to be
deemed neither effective nor appropriate
when the students later enter the workforce.

Even more recently, the AICPA, in part-
nership with the state CPA societies, col-
lected and analyzed the insights of approx-
imately 5,600 CPAs to identify current and
future trends that will impact the profes-
sion over the next 15 years. Its findings,

EXHIBIT 1

Participants’ Individual and Firm Demographics

Demographic
Gender

Years of professional experience

Area of public accounting

Firm size

Certifications

Highest degree

Responses

Male: 63%
Female: 37%

Less than 5 years: 18%
5 1o 10 years: 18%

More than 10 years: 64%
Auditing: 55%

Tax: 18%

Consulting: 19%

Other: 8%

Local/regional: 60%
National: 40%

CPA: 75%
Other (e.g., CIMA, CFA, CIA, CFE): 6%

Undergraduate degree: 61%
Master’s degree: 38%
Doctoral degree: 1%
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issued in CPA Horizons 2025, identified
communication skills as being one of five
core competencies—communication and
leadership skills, critical thinking and prob-
lem solving, anticipating and serving evolv-
ing needs, synthesizing intelligence to
insight, and integration and collaboration—
needed to fulfill the expectations of the pro-
fession. (In what might be regarded as self-
evident, the report defined the rather broad
term “‘communication skills” as including
interpersonal skills.) Reviewing this
report with upper-level accounting students
and new entrants into public accounting
might prove to be most beneficial in
acclimating them to the future direction
of the profession.

The array of empirical findings thus
points toward a pervasive misperception

about the requisite set of skills needed for
success as an accounting professional.
Students who are uncomfortable with oral
communication might be selecting an
accounting major based on such misguid-
ed perceptions. A clearer identification of
essential skills seems warranted, for the
benefit of both current public accountants
seeking advancement and for students who
need to be better informed of the expecta-
tions that await them.

Which Specific Communication Skills
Are Most Important?

This article’s authors set out to identify
the specific communication skills that are
deemed most important for success at each
major level (staff, manager, partner) in pub-
lic accounting. This study was supported by

EXHIBIT 2

Importance of Core Competencies

Respondents were asked to indicate their perception of how
important the competencies are to success in public accounting.

Mean

Communications Skills

Effectively exchange reliable and meaningful information, using
appropriate context and interpersonal skills

6.48

Critical Thinking and Problem Solving Skills
Evaluating facts, challenging assumptions, and applying judgment

to develop relevant solutions

6.45

Synthesizing Intelligence to Insight

Connecting data, performing analysis, and using business acumen
to provide astute guidance for better business decision making

6.20

Integration and Collaboration

Building strategic alliances and working collaboratively to provide
multidisciplinary solutions to complex problems

6.03

Anticipating and Serving Evolving Needs
Identifying strategic directions and opportunities to meet the evolving

needs of those we serve

5.90

Leadership Skills

Influencing, inspiring, and motivating others to change and achieve

excellence

5.83

Notes:

m A 7-Point Likert Scale was used, with 1 representing “not at all important” and 7

representing “critically important.”

m Core competencies were obtained from the AICPA’s report, CPA Horizons 2025.
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a grant from the PricewaterhouseCoopers
INQuires Program and included a survey of
119 public accounting professionals. As
Exhibit 1 shows, the survey participants rep-
resent a broad demographic—63% male, well
educated, mostly CPAs (75%), with high lev-
els of experience (64% with more than 10
years, 82% with more than 5 years). In addi-
tion, they represent a broad cross-section of
all areas of public accounting and firms of
various sizes.

The survey first asked participants to
indicate their “perception of how impor-
tant the competencies from CPA Horizons
2025 are to the success of a professional
pursuing a career in public accounting.”
A 7-point Likert Scale was used (with 1
representing “not at all important” and 7
representing “critically important”). The
results (shown in Exhibit 2) indicate that
all of the competencies were ranked as
highly important, with communication
skills ranked first (mean score, 6.48). These
findings not only confirm the importance
of communication skills to the public
accounting profession—they indicate that
this soft skill ranks at the top of the criti-
cal skills set identified by the profession.
This leads to the question of which spe-
cific types and categories of communica-
tion are most important to an accountant
at each career level—that is, it seems
intuitive that certain very specific skills
might be most useful for addressing one’s
responsibilities and therefore prove most
useful for career advancement.

In order to gain insights into this area,
the authors again utilized a 7-point Likert
Scale and asked participants to indicate the
relative importance of 24 specific types of
communication skills. These communication
skills were then grouped into three broad cat-
egories: interpersonal, leadership, and orga-
nizational. The skills and categories used in
the study were obtained from “Identification
and Instruction of Important Business
Communication Skills for Graduate Business
Education” (David Conrad and Robert
Newberry, Journal of Education for
Business, March 2012, pp. 112-120).

As shown in Exhibit 3, the category of
interpersonal communication skills has the
highest mean at all career levels (means:
6.11, 6.47, and 6.64 for staff, manager, and
partner, respectively). Given this finding,
it would seem prudent for public account-
ing professionals to focus on these skill
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types throughout their careers. In addi-
tion, although these skills are important at
every level, they become increasingly
critical as one advances; accordingly, one
would be well advised to focus on the con-
tinuous improvement of these skills.
Staff level. Exhibit 3 also shows the spe-
cific types of communication skills, ranked
by importance for each level (bold text
indicates the top 10 for each level). For
example, the top types for a staff-level pub-
lic accountant include demonstrating
respect (6.43), active listening (6.43), build-
ing trust (6.34), building relationships
(6.17), using information technology (6.15),
building rapport (5.88), demonstrating self-
control (5.86), building team bonds (5.77),
relating to people of diverse backgrounds
(5.69), writing business correspondence
(5.39), and initiating open discussion
(5.20). Most of these skills are fundamen-
tal and require an accountant to be more
of an open receiver, gatherer, and proces-
sor of information than a disseminator of
information. Although certain leadership
and organizational types of skills are
important overall, they rank as less
important at this stage—for example, nego-
tiating (3.83), providing performance feed-
back (4.26), being a change catalyst (4.31),
making convincing presentations (4.44),
and teaching important skills (4.56).
Manager level. As one advances from the
staff to manager level, the mean for each of
the 24 skill types increases, except for
using technology (decreases to 5.88). Many
of the top 10 noted at the staff level remain
the same, with using technology, building
rapport (6.37), and relating to people of
diverse backgrounds (6.27) remaining impor-
tant but no longer ranked in the top 10. Skills
in the categories of leadership and organi-
zational categories become more predomi-
nant. At this level, teaching important skills
(6.61), providing performance feedback
(6.53), providing motivation (6.46), creat-
ing group synergy (6.43), expressing encour-
agement (6.40), and resolving conflict (6.40)
all move into the top 10 areas of importance.
These skills might reflect a manager’s
expanding leadership and organizational role
in managing engagements and staff. These
results suggest that it is important for a staff
level accountant to maintain and advance the
types of skills found to be important at that
level, while also developing the additional

Partner level. As one progresses from
the manager to partner level, most of the
means for the 24 skill types again show an
increase, with the exception of using infor-
mation technology (5.60), building team
bonds (6.35), creating group synergy
(6.42), and teaching important skills (6.42).
Though the importance ratings for all of
these skills remain high, the change may

reflect the need for partners to focus less
on the specific details of engagement and
staff and more on the development of the
advanced leadership and organizational
skills expected of a firm leader. The skills
in the top 10 that did not appear at the man-
agement level include making convincing
presentations (6.67), negotiating (6.64),
building rapport (6.58), and being persua-
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EXHIBIT 3

Ranking of Communication Categories and Skills: Importance for All Career Levels in Public Accounting

Staff Manager Partner
Communication Skills Mean Rank Mean Rank Mean Rank
Demonstrating respect 6.43 1 6.49 5 6.70 2
Active listening 6.43 1 6.58 3 6.67 4
Building trust 6.34 2 6.59 2 6.69 3
Building relationships 6.17 3 6.58 3 6.79 1
Building rapport 5.88 5 6.37 11 6.58 6
Demonstrating emotional self-control 5.86 6 6.43 7 6.58 6
Relating to people of diverse backgrounds 5.69 8 6.27 12 6.47 11

Building team bonds 5.77 7 6.41 6.35 15
Creating group synergy 5.16 11 6.43 6.42 13
Building optimism 5.09 12 6.22 14 6.47 11
Expressing encouragement 4.96 13 6.40 9 6.43 12
Arousing enthusiasm 494 14 6.23 13 6.36 14
Being persuasive 4.70 17 5.99 16 6.53 8
Providing motivation 4.60 18 6.46 6 6.49 10
Being a change catalyst 4.31 21 5.94 17 6.36 14

Using information technology 6.15 4 5.88 18 5.60 17
Writing business correspondence 5.39 9 6.38 10 6.51

Initiating open discussion 5.20 10 6.38 10 6.56

Resolving conflict 4.82 15 6.40 9 6.53

Creating information networks 4.79 16 5.84 20 6.27 16
Teaching important skills 4.56 19 6.61 1 6.42 13
Making convincing presentations 4.44 20 6.18 15 6.67

Proving performance feedback 4.26 22 6.53 4 6.56

Negotiating 3.83 23 5.87 19 6.64

Notes:

B A 7-Point Likert Scale was used, with 1 representing “not at all important” and 7 representing “critically important.”
B The skills and types (interpersonal, leadership, and organizational) were obtained from David Conrad and Robert Newberry, “Identification and Instruction of
Important Business Communication Skills for Graduate Business Education,” Journal of Education for Business, March 2012, pp. 112-120.

B Bolded means represent a skill that was ranked in the top 10 for the related level (staff, manager, partner).
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sive (6.53). It is also important to note that,
at the partner level, every one of the 24
types of skills (with the exception of
using information technology) has a mean
in excess of 6.00. This finding demon-
strates a critical need for public account-
ing professionals to develop advanced com-
munication skills in all areas if they
aspire to reach the highest levels of the pro-
fession.

Analysis. In addition to analyzing the
means of the 24 types of skills and three
communication categories (interpersonal,
leadership, and organizational) at the var-
ious levels of one’s career in public
accounting, the authors performed a
regression analysis to identify whether any
of the individual or firm demographics
(gender, years of professional experience,
areas of public accounting, and firm size)
noted in Exhibit 1 were significant vari-
ables in explaining a portion of the devi-
ation in the overall means for the three
communication categories for each level.
The results of the regression model
found only one statistically significant
demographic variable: professional expe-
rience was correlated with the perceived
importance of interpersonal and leadership
skills for partners. Participants with more
professional experience (more than 15
years) believed that these skills were of
more importance to partners than partici-
pants with less professional experience
(fewer than 15 years). Specifically, the
more experienced participants’ responses
had a mean of 6.77 for perceived impor-
tance of interpersonal skills for partners,
whereas the less experienced participants
had a mean response of 6.46. Similarly,
the more experienced participants’
responses had a mean of 6.65 for per-
ceived importance of leadership skills for
partners, whereas the less experienced par-
ticipants had a mean response of 6.14. This
finding suggests that, although both groups
view these skills as important to fulfilling
the responsibilities associated with the
partner level, the perceived importance
of these skills increases as one becomes
more experienced. This result seemingly
underscores the importance of interper-
sonal and leadership skills for partners, and
it likely meshes with common expecta-
tions of the requirements and responsibil-
ities associated with being a partner.

AUGUST 2014 / THE CPA"JOURNAL

Implications for Public Accounting
Professionals, Firms, and Educators

There are several implications for indi-
viduals pursuing a career in public account-
ing and the firms where they work. First, it
is critically important to understand that the
continuous development of soft skills, such
as communication and interpersonal skills,
is essential to a smooth career progression.
Individuals and firms both have an obliga-
tion to engage in training and career plan-
ning activities to achieve success.

Second, new entrants into the profession
might not appreciate the importance of
such skills and might come from an envi-
ronment where e-mail and texting are the

Firms should also invest
in programs to develop
softer skills in those
having the potential to
become partners.

preferred modes of communication, both
professionally and socially. Such individu-
als should be aware that these modes of com-
munication might be deemed inappropriate
or inadequate for a staff-level accountant.
Firms and supervising staff-level accountants
need to be cognizant of these communica-
tion preferences and inform and develop their
staff accordingly.

Third, interpersonal skills are important
at all levels of public accounting. One must
be sure to identify any deficiencies in this
category and create a plan of personal
development. It might help to talk with
an immediate supervisor about perceived
deficiencies and the kinds of exercises or
work assignments that could help foster
such skills. It would be beneficial for firms
to have development programs that target
and support such activity.

Fourth, all of the types of skills
increase in importance as one advances
through career levels; however, certain spe-
cific types of skills emerge as being more
important at each succeeding level. One

must make the effort to understand these
changing skill requirements and engage
in professional and developmental activi-
ties that help to meet the communication
needs of the next level to which one
aspires. Firms may use these insights as
part of a targeted development program.

Lastly, virtually all types of communica-
tion skills are highly important at the partner
level; thus, along with acquiring the many
and varied technical skills that are essential
to promotion to partner, public accounting
professionals who hold such aspirations must
make it a point to identify, develop, and con-
tinuously improve their communication skills.
Along with technical training, firms should
also invest in programs to develop these soft-
er skills in those they identify as having the
potential to become partners.

In addition, this study reveals useful
implications for accounting educators to
consider. They should understand the crit-
ical importance that communication skills
play within the accounting profession and
recognize that accounting students might
have significant misperceptions about this
matter. Studies indicate that many students
may select accounting as a major due to a
misperception that communication skills
are not critical to success in the account-
ing profession. Educators should provide
information to students at the earliest
opportunity—the freshman level, if possi-
ble—to dispel this potential misperception.
Such action could serve as a means to
attract students who have a preference
and comfort level for engaging in the types
of communication expected by the pro-
fession. Educators should also challenge
curricula that simply require basic writing
and speaking components and should focus
on incorporating elements of the specific
types of communication skills valued by
the profession. a
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