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What Accounting Students Don’t Know
About the Profession
I started with that dreaded professor tactic—a pop quiz. Although my expectations
were low, the results were nonetheless quite telling. This post is targeted to two
groups:
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I recently spoke to a group of eleven senior accounting majors from leading Illinois
universities.  My mission was to teach them how CPA �rms work and the business of
public accounting.
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I started with that dreaded professor tactic—a pop quiz.  Although my expectations
were low, the results were nonetheless quite telling.  This post is targeted to two
groups:

College seniors and recent grads in their �rst job at a CPA �rm: There are
important things you should know about how CPA �rms work that aren’t taught in
school. Armed with this information, you can make better decisions about selecting
a �rm which leads to a richer work experience.

Partners: the quiz results give you an idea of how totally uninformed young
accountants are about CPA �rms in general, as well as how they �t into the big
picture.

I’m passionate about the importance of CPA �rms teaching staff how their �rm
operates and how they �t in.  This way, staff become more engaged and take more
ownership in their work.

The quiz questions

There are 30 local CPA �rms in metro Chicago with 30 or more personnel.
Name 5 besides the six sponsoring �rms of this program.

Result:  9 of the 11 interns could not name even one �rm.  The other two named one
�rm each.

Message to local �rms:  Almost no one on college campuses knows who you are.  If
you want to attract the best and the brightest, you better get active on campuses.

What are the two hottest organizational issues CPA �rms are struggling with
today?

Correct answer:  Finding people and Baby Boomer partners retiring in droves,
creating mammoth succession planning problems.  This has created great
employment opportunities for staff.

Intern’s response:  None of the 11 knew the correct answers.  The most common
responses were ethics and regulations.

Message to CPA �rms:  Spread the word on campus and talk it up with your young
staff about the great opportunities at CPA �rms and how cool it is to work in a CPA
�rm.
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How many total work hours a year do you think a typical staff person at a CPA
�rm works?

Intern’s response:  2,600, almost 20% higher than the actual of 2,241.

Message to CPA �rms: The CPA �rm industry is stuck with an undeserved reputation
as sweat-shops.  College graduates think that staff at CPA �rms work crazy-long
hours.  But it’s nowhere near 2,600.  CPA �rms need to debunk this notion with the
professors and the students.  160 hours of overtime is as normal as can be for any
ambitious young professional, not just accountants.

How many total work hours a year do you think partners work?

Intern’s response:  2,865, almost 20% higher than the actual number of 2,450.

Message to CPA �rms: Wow.  If this is what young people think partners work, it’s
easy to understand why many bright people are uninterested in pursuing a public
accounting career.

I haven’t seen any polls on this, but I’m quite sure that any survey of work hours by
top executives in other organizations would show that their work hours are
comparable to a CPA �rm partner.  It’s up to partners to help their young people
understand this.

How much do you think typical local CPA �rm partners in Chicago earn?

Intern response:  $184,000 – that’s not a misprint!  Actual in 2015 was $410,000.

Message to partners:  Contrary to what some partners think, money is very
important to young people.  Knowing that partners earn $410K won’t single-
handedly cause young people to aspire to be a partner, but it sure helps!  Partners
need to be much more passionate and active with their staff about how great a career
they have.  They are owners of a small business, are entrepreneurs, have great clients
they love who return the affection, do challenging work and…earn $410K a year. 
This is the greatest job in the world!
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How CPA Firms Work: The Business of Public Accounting, is dedicated to the concept
that staff work with more enthusiasm and commitment when they are genuinely
made to feel part of the �rm and understand how they contribute to the �rm’s
success and pro�tability.  The book is primer that explains how CPA �rms work as a
business.  It is primarily intended for staff that have just joined a �rm.  We address
►CPA �rm economics/how �rms make money, ►trends in the CPA profession,
►what it takes for staff to advance, ►the image of CPA �rms, ►how �rms are
managed, ►how �rms get clients, ►what attracts staff to CPA �rms and other issues.

———

Marc Rosenberg is a nationally known consultant, author and speaker on CPA �rm
management, strategy and partner issues. President of his own Chicago-based consulting
�rm, The Rosenberg Associates, he is founder of the most authoritative annual survey of
mid-sized CPA �rm performance statistics in the country, The Rosenberg Survey. He has
consulted with hundreds of �rms throughout his 20+ year consulting career. He shares his
expertise regularly on The Marc Rosenberg Blog.
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