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Our guide has been designed to help you decide if chartered accountancy is the 
career for you. If you’re interested by what you read, visit icaew.com/careers to start 
your journey to becoming an ICAEW Chartered Accountant.

Who we are and what we do
We’re ICAEW – a world leading professional 
membership organisation. We provide qualifications 
and professional development, share knowledge, 
insight and technical expertise and protect the 
quality and integrity of the accountancy and finance 
profession. Our standards are high, meaning  
ICAEW Chartered Accountants are always in demand. 

What ICAEW Chartered Accountants do
• They innovate – by driving business strategy  

and developing future plans.

• They solve problems – by unravelling the 
complexities of a company’s financial situation.

• They investigate – using their skills to explore 
financial dealings for legal proceedings.

• They are creative – finding new ways for 
businesses to work more effectively.

• They make a difference – using financial expertise 
to help charities make the best decisions.

• They communicate – explaining complex  
financial information to people at all levels  
of an organisation.

Why choose a professional qualification?
Undertaking a professional qualification can enhance 
your career prospects. Our globally-recognised 
chartered accountancy qualification, the ACA, 
provides a strong foundation for leadership. 
Employers value the high level of knowledge, skills 
and expertise that ICAEW Chartered Accountants 
bring to their organisations. That’s why you’ll find 
our members at senior levels in organisations of all 
sizes all around the world. 

Why choose ICAEW?
You’ll become part of our global network of over 
145,000 members and 24,000 students. Our 
involvement doesn’t stop once you’ve qualified 
– we’ll support you throughout your career by 
providing further development and training.  
We’re committed to ensuring that high standards are 
maintained and you’ll benefit from our members’ 
reputation for excellence. 

As an ICAEW Chartered Accountant, you can unlock 
your career aspirations, with the support of a world 
leading professional membership body behind you.

Welcome



There are many compelling reasons to become a chartered accountant.

You’ll do meaningful, important work 
Chartered accountants build trust in the world. 
How? Because they give us the confidence that 
financial figures are true. Without this trust, there 
would be no investment or lending. Businesses 
would cease to operate, factories would grind to 
a halt and public services would go undelivered. 
That’s why their work is so important. 

You’ll have a prestigious qualification
Whether you’re an accountant, engineer or  
surveyor, being ‘chartered’ means you’re at the  
top of your profession. It shows that you have 
industry skills and practical experience – not just 
theoretical knowledge.

You’ll enjoy more opportunities
Go into chartered accountancy and you won’t  
find a shortage of opportunities. The accounting 
and professional services sector employs more 
graduates than any other. 

Source: High Fliers: The Graduate Market in 2016

You’ll significantly enhance your  
long-term prospects
Many of the senior roles in finance are  
available to those with chartered status.  
What’s more, chartered accountancy is widely 
recognised as a strong foundation for business 
leadership. Almost one in four CEOs in the FTSE 
100 are now qualified chartered accountants. 
Source: Robert Half FTSE 100 CEO Tracker – 2016

You’ll have global opportunities 
The ACA qualification is recognised around the 
world, meaning international travel and global 
opportunities are a real possibility. 

You’ll be able to take your skills anywhere
As a chartered accountant, your skills will always 
be in demand – and not just in organisations with a 
financial focus. You could help to run a sports team, 
an airline, a charity, a film company, an international 
relief effort even. The possibilities are limitless. 
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Why become 
a chartered 
accountant?

Saqib Bhatti, ICAEW Chartered Accountant,  
Director at Younis Bhatti & Co, United Kingdom (UK)

97
global leading brands employ 
ICAEW Chartered Accountants

of the world’s 100
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Can I choose who I become chartered with?
Some employers may give you a choice; however, 
others may not. If you’re interested in a particular 
organisation, check their recruitment literature and 
website for details.

How do I apply for the ACA?
The first step is to find an employer that offers it. 
Many employers offer ACA training agreements 
as part of their graduate scheme. It is technically 
possible to start the ACA on your own as an 
independent student. However, you’ll still need to 
secure a training agreement to acquire the necessary 
practical experience. To view current vacancies 
please visit icaewtrainingvacancies.com

How hard is the ACA?
The ACA should not be taken lightly. It’s intensive, 
rigorous and intellectually demanding from start 
to finish. But that’s also why it’s such a sought after 
professional qualification.

How long does the ACA take?
93% of ACA students complete their training in 
four years or less; those on graduate programmes 
will usually complete it in three.

When do I become chartered?
When you complete your ACA training, you can 
apply to be a member of ICAEW. Once you’ve  
been accepted as a member you can use the  
letters ACA after your name and be recognised  
as an ICAEW Chartered Accountant.

What if an employer doesn’t offer the ACA?
It’s worth mentioning your desire to study the 
qualification. Provided the employer can meet our 
training standards, the process for them to become 
authorised to train you is simple, free of charge and 
can take as little as three weeks.

For the newcomer, the path to chartered accountancy can be confusing. There are 
several accountancy bodies in the UK that offer chartered status, each with its own 
distinct qualification. At ICAEW, we offer the ACA qualification.

What this means
You’ll gain the letters ACA after your name,  
and will be able to describe yourself as an  
ICAEW Chartered Accountant. Other accountancy 
bodies will award different letters and titles.

So how do I become chartered? 
You become chartered through a combination  
of study, exams and practical work experience.  
To complete the ACA, you will need to enter into  
a training agreement with an authorised employer.

What employers can I train with?
Accountancy firms are one way to train for the ACA. 
But you can also train in large companies, small 
enterprises, charities, government bodies… the 
list goes on. There are more than 3,500 employers 
globally who can train you for the ACA qualification.

Do I need a particular degree?
No, you can train for the ACA with a degree in  
any discipline. 

Does it matter which body I become 
chartered with?
Yes, the qualifications offered by accountancy 
bodies differ both in terms of their content  
and career focus. Likewise, the level of support 
you’ll receive during training varies between 
accountancy bodies.

At ICAEW, we pride ourselves on providing a high 
level of support (and not just during your training, 
but throughout your entire career as a qualified 
chartered accountant). What’s more, the evidence 
shows that the ACA is an excellent qualification for 
business leadership.

02
What you 
need to know



Law

2%

15% Arts

31%

Business & 
Management

<2% Languages

11% Maths

9% Science

<1% Other

27%

Accounting or  
Accounting & Finance 3%

Engineering
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It might surprise you to learn that you 
don’t need a degree in accounting, 
finance or business to study for the ACA.

As you can see from the chart on the opposite page, 
a significant number of current ACA students have 
degrees in the arts and humanities – and most are 
from a non-accountancy background.

Entry requirements
While the subject of your degree isn’t important, 
you will need a strong academic record. Entry 
requirements differ between employers, but in 
general they’ll be seeking at least a 2:1. (Everyone who 
undertakes the ACA must have at least two A2 levels 
and three GCSE passes, or their equivalents.)

It’s not just about your academic achievements, 
however. Employers will be looking for candidates who 
stand out from the crowd and can bring something 
extra to their organisation. Among other things, you’ll 
need to show a genuine interest in, and commitment 
to, your chosen career path.

03
Choosing the 
ACA has allowed 
me to work at a 
globally recognised 
organisation.

Who can do 
ICAEW’s ACA 
qualification? 

Degree backgrounds of current ACA students
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Laura Matthews, ACA Student,  
Assistant Tax Advisor at EY, UK
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What employers are looking for

People skills – You’ll need to communicate 
complex financial information and advice to 
colleagues, managers and clients in an easy 
to understand way. 

Team working – Knowing when to operate 
as a team member or a team leader is vital, 
while supporting and motivating others to 
achieve common goals. 

Decision making and problem solving –  
You’ll need to be able to make sound, 
ethical business decisions by collating, 
analysing and interpreting data from a 
range of sources.

Professionalism – You’ll need to behave 
professionally at all times and demonstrate  
the ability to conduct business ethically.  

Commercial awareness – You’ll need to be 
able to think creatively about problems to 
identify solutions and give organisations the 
competitive edge. 

IT skills – You’ll need to have well rounded 
technical skills, keep up-to-date with 
technology and be able to use these skills to 
solve problems and develop strategic advice. 

Getting a head start

ICAEW’s Student Scheme is an online 
training resource that helps you develop 
the workplace skills that employers want. 
Whether you want to strengthen your 
degree, enhance your CV, or simply stand 
out from your peers, it can help you.

It will also entitle you to study the ICAEW 
Certificate in Finance, Accounting and 
Business (ICAEW CFAB) at no extra cost. 
It covers the first six modules of the ACA, 
so it provides an excellent introduction to 
what the qualification is really like.

Your university may offer it already, but 
you can sign up independently. 

You can start building up the skills you’ll 
need through internships, placements and 
on-campus activities.

Get the latest news, events and insights 
from ICAEW by signing up to our 
newsletter or following us on social media 
(see pg 24 for details). 

For more information about the skills you’ll 
need for the ACA, visit icaew.com/uss

Becoming president of the Cyprus Chartered 
Accountants Student Society has helped 
improve my communication, presentation and 
social skills and involves a lot of teamwork.
Katerina Christofides, ICAEW Chartered Accountant, KPMG, Cyprus

As well as academics, your personal qualities will be important to 
potential employers too. If you are able to provide real examples of your 
abilities in the following areas, you’ll have a greater chance of success. 

Skills you’ll need



I qualified with a large accountancy 
firm, but always had an interest in 
international development. In the six 
months since joining PKF Littlejohn,  
I have seen disaster risk relief projects 
in Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, Syrian 
refugee camps in Lebanon and human 
rights projects in Israel and Palestine.
Sarah Dixon, ICAEW Chartered Accountant,  
Humanitarian Aid Project Auditor at PKF Littlejohn, UK
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The ACA is a passport to opportunity – giving you access to an amazing range 
of careers. Here are just a few of the things you can do with it.

Work in public practice
Many ACAs develop their careers in accountancy 
firms, from small local practices and regional firms 
to the large professional services organisations. 
Working in areas like audit and tax, they help clients 
tackle key challenges. Some will stay and become 
partners within their firms; others will use this 
experience to move into other ventures.

Go into industry
Fashion. Football. Finance. Whatever the  
nature of the business, you’ll find an  
ICAEW Chartered Accountant. In fact, the 
commercial sector is where the majority of our 
members are employed. Join them and you’ll  
help an organisation manage its finances.  
From launching a new product to investing in a 
new company, you could also shape strategy.

Travel the world
Keen to gain some international exposure? The ACA 
is recognised as a premier financial business 
qualification in more than 155 countries around 
the world. What’s more, chartered accountants 
often work for organisations where international 
assignments are a real possibility.

Move into banking
By its very nature, the ACA will prepare you  
for classic accounting roles within banks such as 
financial control and reporting. Certain investment 
banks even offer rotational schemes in their risk, IT, 
compliance and support functions. What’s more, 
ACAs can also be found in front-office functions like 
equity research and mergers and acquisitions.

Work for the common good
Financial expertise is always needed in the public 
sector. If you want to help deliver essential public 
services, there are many opportunities to be had 
– in government departments, healthcare trusts, 
universities and more. Qualified ACAs can be found 
running many sections of public finance. They also 
hold many leadership roles in the not-for-profit sector.

Become a CEO
Chartered accountants don’t just look after financial 
affairs. As Chief Financial Officers (CFOs), they’ll sit 
on executive boards and contribute to the wider 
strategy. The insights and experience they gain here 
mean that many step up to CEO level.

04
Where can it 
take you?

12  |  BUSINESS WITH CONFIDENCE



£

R
$

$

$
¥¥

€
د.إ₹

RM

for qualified ACAs with  
0-2 years’ experience

average global salary

14  |  BUSINESS WITH CONFIDENCE

£49.9k
The most enjoyable 
part of my job is that 
I get to meet and 
deal with clients in  
a variety of industries 
and geographies.
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If the career opportunities weren’t 
rewarding enough, salaries for trainee 
and qualified ACAs are extremely 
competitive too.

The average graduate starting salary in the 
Accounting and Professional Services sector is £30.3k*

For a newly-qualified ACA accountant with 0-2 years’ 
experience, the average salary and bonus is £49.9k**

For ACAs who work in business, the average salary 
globally is £90.2k**

Combined with bonuses, the total average earnings 
are even higher: £110.8k**

These are average figures that include qualified 
ACAs with substantial experience. However, even at 
the start of your career, you can expect to receive an 
attractive income.

Like all qualifications, what you earn with the ACA 
will depend on a number of factors. Location, level 
of seniority and the type of sector you work in will 
all have an impact.

For more information, read our latest salary report. 
Search online for ‘ICAEW Salary Survey’. 

05
What can 
you earn?

*Source: High Fliers: The Graduate Market in 2016 
**All figures taken from ICAEW/Stott & May Salary Survey 2015.

Jackson Lim, ICAEW Chartered Accountant, 
Tax Manager at PwC, Singapore
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It’s not just that the ACA prepares you  
for leadership and other great rewards – 
there are other reasons why you should 
choose us as your route to chartered status.

The ACA qualification has widespread global 
recognition – opening doors for you, both in this 
country and internationally.

But it’s not just about the destination. The experience 
of studying for our qualification is one you’ll feel 
confident about. We pride ourselves on offering 
high levels of support to those studying with us,  
and throughout their career journey. Employers 
must meet strict standards to train ACA students, 
and this includes provision for paid tuition, study 
leave and mentoring.

Combined with our high-quality learning materials, 
this results in ACA students enjoying:

High pass rates – because of the support we give, 
our first-time pass rates are typically around 80%.

Quick time to qualification – thanks to our high pass 
rates, most ACA students on graduate programmes 
qualify within three years. In fact, 93% of all ACA 
students qualify in four years or less.* 

For you, this means fewer re-sits, less time out of the 
office and you’ll hit the ground running as a fully 
qualified chartered accountant that much sooner.

06
Why choose us?

*Source: Financial Reporting Council: Key Facts and Trends in the 
Accountancy Profession June 2016



  

I moved to Rolls-Royce in 2015 and I am 
now an Internal Audit Manager for the 
business. I work with business divisions 
throughout Europe and globally, so I get 
lots of opportunity to travel. It’s really 
interesting to meet new people, explore 
new cultures and see how differently the 
same functions in a company operate 
from country to country.
George Acquah, ICAEW Chartered Accountant,  
Internal Audit Manager at Rolls-Royce, UK
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What our people say

The great thing about my job is being able to gain invaluable 
experience very quickly. For example, I have played a major role 
in auditing listed companies in the banking and manufacturing 
industry, which has been advantageous to my career so early on.
Gavish Peerun, ACA Student, Deloitte, Mauritius 

I moved to the charity sector not long after I qualified in  
1992, and I finally arrived at Amnesty International in 2013.  
What I love most here is the challenge of developing financial 
leadership for an organisation that works across 80 countries. 
Nicki Deeson, ICAEW Chartered Accountant, International Finance Director at  
Amnesty International, UK 

The life of an auditor is more varied than you might think.  
Over the past few years, I’ve visited construction sites,  
counted cars in hail storms, and have even found myself 
scrutinising Girls Aloud’s cosmetics line!
Catherine Alton, ICAEW Chartered Accountant, Qualified Senior at Smith and 
Williamson, UK

I have come a long way since I qualified as an ACA. It’s been  
a year and a half since I became an audit associate and I’m  
now a significant member of the team. I’m trusted to handle  
clients independently.
Minahil Qureshi, ICAEW Chartered Accountant, Audit Associate at Sajjad Haider & Co,  
United Arab Emirates (UAE)
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4) Accountancy, finance and business modules
There are 15 modules in accountancy, finance and 
business – each with its own exam. These modules 
are staged across three levels: the first introduces 
you to core concepts; the latter two build on your 
growing technical knowledge and experience. 

Certificate Level introduces the fundamentals of 
accountancy, finance and business.

Professional Level requires you to apply technical 
knowledge to real-life scenarios.

Advanced Level tests your strategic decision 
making at a senior level. 

Your employer will guide you on the pace and 
order that you complete the modules. There’s a lot 
of flexibility to the ACA. With the exception of the 
Case Study, which must be attempted last, modules 
can be taken in any order.

More often than not, this will be dictated by 
business need. For example, if you’re working in  
tax, there’s a good chance you’ll do the most 
relevant modules first: ‘Principles of Taxation’ 
(Certificate Level) and ‘Tax Compliance’  
(Professional Level). 

Alternative modules

Sectors like banking and insurance have their 
own complexities. To provide a more specialist 
focus for these areas, we offer alternative modules 
for Business Planning. Financial Accounting and 
Reporting and Corporate Reporting also have 
alternatives which take into account different 
reporting standards. Your employer will help you 
choose the modules that will be most relevant to 
your organisation.

Recognition for prior knowledge  
and experience 

If you studied accounting, finance or a business 
degree at university, you may be eligible for credit 
for prior learning on certain modules. To find 
comprehensive information about credit for prior 
learning, visit icaew.com/cpl

If you worked for one of our authorised employers 
while doing an internship or placement, you may also 
be able to count your prior work experience. Please 
visit icaew.com/cpwe for more information.

The ACA is both rigorous and 
challenging. But that’s why our chartered 
accountants are always in demand. 

The ACA qualification combines study and exams 
with ‘on-the-job’ experience. This means you’ll be 
based with an employer, doing real work and earning 
a salary as you train. It typically takes three years to 
complete the ACA. You’ll need to find an authorised 
employer to support you and enter into a training 
agreement with them. 

The training agreement will outline the support you’ll 
receive during training and will include details about 
tuition, study leave and mentoring. In addition to 
giving you time out of the office to study, it is typical 
for employers to pay for your tuition with a dedicated 
provider and also pay for your exam and student 
registration fees.

You’ll need to successfully complete the ACA 
qualification before you can apply to become a 
member of ICAEW.

Once this is approved, you can use the letters ACA 
after your name and will be recognised as an  
ICAEW Chartered Accountant.

There are four elements to ACA training:

1) Practical work experience
You need to record 450 days of relevant ‘on-the-job’ 
work experience during your period of approved 
training, which will typically take graduates three 
years to complete.

2) Ethics and professional scepticism
Ethics and professional scepticism are an essential 
part of being a chartered accountant. You’ll follow 
a structured programme to ensure you apply them – 
focusing on areas such as integrity, objectivity  
and independence.

3) Professional development 
This structured programme covers seven key 
professional skills (such as communication, team 
working and decision making). You’ll demonstrate 
your competence in each skill by providing  
an example from your work experience.  
(See page 11 for more information on key skills.)
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Training for 
the ACA
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82
 companies have an  

ICAEW Chartered Accountant  
on the board

of FTSE 100*

*The FTSE 100 is a share index of the 100 companies listed on the 
London Stock Exchange with the highest market capitalisation.

Source: ICAEW member data and FTSE 350 data at December 2015
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ACA modules

CERTIFICATE LEVEL

Accounting
Preparing and maintaining financial records, 
accounting records and financial statements. 

Law
Understanding company law, insolvency law and 
the impact of civil and criminal law on business  
and professional services. 

Business and Finance
Business objectives, functions and structures,  
as well as the role of finance and governance. 

Assurance
Understanding the concept, process and need for 
assurance and internal controls. 

Management Information
Decision making on costing, pricing, budgeting, 
forecasting and performance management.

Principles of Taxation
Objectives and types of tax, as well as their 
ethics and administration.

PROFESSIONAL LEVEL

Business Planning (choice of one)
Option 1 – Taxation
The taxation of corporations, owner-managed 
businesses and individuals.

Option 2 – Banking
Financial services products, as well as risk 
management and reporting for banks. 

Option 3 – Insurance
Risk management and reporting, as well as 
assurance and audits for insurance companies.

Business Strategy
Developing, analysing and implementing strategies. 

Tax Compliance
National Insurance Contributions, indirect,  
capital, corporation and income tax. 

Financial Accounting and Reporting
Accounting, reporting and different kinds 
of financial statement.

Financial Management
Financing, risk and investment decisions. 

Audit and Assurance
Legal and professional regulations, as well as 
managing and reporting on engagements. 

ADVANCED LEVEL 

Corporate Reporting
Resolving compliance and business issues using 
professional judgement and analytical techniques. 

Case Study
The practical application of knowledge  
and skills learned across the syllabus.

Strategic Business Management
Demonstrating commercial and ethical  
awareness while using technical knowledge  
to solve business problems.
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It’s possible to start studying for the ACA independently. However, we advise 
securing a training agreement with an authorised employer as soon as possible.  
Not only will it enable you to acquire the necessary practical experience and earn a 
salary, putting theory into practice in the workplace will help with your exams too.

ICAEW authorised employers must meet strict standards to train ACA students, meaning you’ll benefit 
from a first-rate employer who is committed to giving you support and guidance. You’ll also be paid a 
competitive salary.

Many employers will offer the ACA as part of a 
graduate scheme. Search for the latest ACA training 
opportunities at icaewtrainingvacancies.com 

If you want to work for a particular organisation, 
check their recruitment literature and careers 
website for details. 

Make sure to check the entry requirements, as these 
can differ between employers. Even if the organisation 
you want to work for doesn’t presently offer the 
ACA, it’s worth mentioning your desire to study the 
qualification. Organisations can become authorised 
training employers within three to four weeks.

09
What to 
do next

Further information and support

For more information about the ACA, visit 
icaew.com/careers

Sign up for updates and job alerts by emailing  
ezine@icaew.com

Find us at facebook.com/icaewcareers

Tweet us @ICAEW_Careers

Watch our videos at youtube.com/icaewcareers 

Anisha Anwar, ACA Student, Audit Senior Associate at CLB Coopers, UK

The ACA is seen as the 
qualification most likely to get 

you the best jobs in finance



ICAEW is a world leading professional membership organisation that 
promotes, develops and supports over 145,000 chartered accountants 
worldwide. We provide qualifications and professional development, 
share our knowledge, insight and technical expertise, and protect the 
quality and integrity of the accountancy and finance profession. 

As leaders in accountancy, finance and business our members have the 
knowledge, skills and commitment to maintain the highest professional 
standards and integrity. Together we contribute to the success of 
individuals, organisations, communities and economies around the world. 

Because of us, people can do business with confidence.

ICAEW is a founder member of Chartered Accountants Worldwide  
and the Global Accounting Alliance. 

www.charteredaccountantsworldwide.com 

www.globalaccountingalliance.com

ICAEW
Chartered Accountants’ Hall 
Moorgate Place 
London EC2R 6EA 
United Kingdom

T +44 (0)1908 248 250 
F +44 (0)1908 248 260 
E careers@icaew.com 
icaew.com/careers
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@ICAEW_Careers  
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