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Annually, thousands of post-secondary students studying accounting in Canada participate in the Chartered
Professional Accountant Recruitment (CPA Recruit) process to secure employment with accounting firms. Despite
the competitive process, there has been negligible research studying how students secure these coveted positions.
This qualitative research study explored the lived experience of ten students throughout the recruitment process,
identifying 119 success strategies. Fink’s taxonomy of significant learning, a conceptualized model that focuses
on high quality teaching and learning, was used to categorize the strategies. Findings revealed that while having
foundational discipline-specific knowledge was important, intra- and interpersonal skills were deemed more
important in helping participants effectively apply and integrate their learning, ultimately demonstrating their
ability to transfer learning between contexts. Implications and recommendations are discussed for academic
programs to enhance curricular and co-curricular components for students to strengthen and transfer soft skills,
and for organizations and professional bodies to improve recruitment practices.
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Every year, thousands of post-secondary accounting students participate in the Chartered Professional
Accountant Recruitment process (CPA Recruit) across Canada. During this process, local, national, and
international accounting firms from government, industry, and private practice annually recruit
students for paid practicum (i.e., co-operative education) placements that take place generally from
September to May. The placement process is generally coordinated through a higher education
institution’s Career Centre and/or Co-operative Education program as this is considered a work-
integrated learning (WIL) opportunity. While the hiring process generally occurs in early fall, the
recruitment process itself transpires over the preceding months and generally includes a series of
networking events and activities that are delivered both face to face and virtually.

The positions are mutually beneficial for the firms and students; firms receive junior, eager talent for
an economical wage, while students gain professional experience that can be applied towards the 30-
month requirement for the CPA designation while they complete their studies via the pre-approved
pathway (Chartered Professional Accountants Canada, 2022). For many students, the CPA Recruit
process is the launchpad for a successful career in the accounting field (Brouard et al., 2017).

Arguably, the CPA recruit process, through both the recruitment and placement stages, serves as one
of the most intense WIL experiences that are offered for students given its extremely competitive
nature. A major national accounting firm, for instance, can receive hundreds of applications to fill
several coveted positions in one of their regional offices. Students who are shortlisted can expect to
participate in several rounds of interviews and meetings with various members of the firm, so that
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there are multiple groups within the organization assessing their abilities and fit, and the hiring
decision is informed by various perspectives.

Student participation in the CPA Recruit process has also increased in recent years, which further
intensifies the challenge for students to secure positions. Post-secondary institutions also must work
harder to prepare and support students as they embark on their ambitious goal. Yet, given the critical
role the CPA Recruit process plays in an accounting student’s career, little research has been conducted
on students” experience through the process and the best forms of support that institutions can provide.
To date, only anecdotal stories have formulated initial assumptions that successful students hold
different perceptions of the CPA Recruit process, or perhaps of the job-search process in general, and
use diverse strategies to enhance their chances for successful employment.

The purpose of this qualitative study was to investigate the key research question: What strategies do
co-operative education students employ to be successful throughout the CPA Recruit process, resulting
in employment offers? An additional aspect of this study was to examine the unique attributes that
students who were hired through the CPA Recruit process employed that may inspire potential
recommendations for students to incorporate in their job search across all WIL opportunities.
Consequently, empirical evidence was gathered about successful students’ lived experience to
determine how they leveraged their skills and applied them through various strategies to secure a
position through the CPA Recruit process.

To analyze the data, Fink’s (2013) taxonomy of significant learning was applied to categorize various
strategies that successful students acted upon. Additionally, given that students generally participate
in WIL-related programs, including the CPA Recruit, to facilitate their post-graduation career
transition, career management competencies were also explored to help identify the core elements
successful students demonstrated throughout the process.

The results demonstrate that those who secured positions had identified and leveraged the value of
both academic and soft skills combined. It was not merely enough for students to have a high grade
point average (GPA) or to have earned a strong academic grade in specific courses. Instead, students
who received placements attributed their success to having demonstrated, for example, strong
interpersonal, negotiation, and critical thinking skills; this was reinforced by what employers had
indicated was a massive competitive advantage for successful applicants.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Existing research appears to be focused primarily on how the accounting curriculum can be enhanced
to provide students with a better opportunity to have a successful career, or how firms can improve
their efforts to diversify and strengthen their workforce. Literature related to the accounting
recruitment process is primarily featured as contributions to trade journals targeting people who are
already in the profession, such as partners and supervisors who hire new talent. There is also a broad
base of non-peer reviewed, non-academic literature that discusses tips and strategies to be successful
in the CPA Recruit process, with examples from accrediting bodies (Chartered Professional
Accountants British Columbia, 2022), individual firms (Davidson & Company, 2021), post-secondary
institutions (Thompson Rivers University, 2022), and students (Nasir, 2020). In contrast, there is
minimal empirical research conducted on the recruitment experience. This is surprising given the
extensive resources and efforts invested by both firms and institutions in this process, and how this
process serves as a rite of passage for students to learn about the people and realities of public practice
accounting before pursuing roles in the field (Scholarios et al., 2003).
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Overall, four main themes emerged when reviewing the existing literature, as follows:
Under-Representation of the Importance of Soft Skills within the Profession

A key segment of research within the accounting profession has identified that greater emphasis is
required for accounting professionals (and notably students) to develop and/or enhance their non-
technical knowledge. Ahadiat (2002) found that the top ten knowledge, skills, and/or attributes (KSAs)
for employment were related to a person’s character (i.e., trustworthiness and dependability); while
technical accounting skills was eleventh. The findings suggested that technical knowledge itself was
far less important that other broad-based skills that are more transferable to any profession.
Additionally, Boyle et al. (2017) identified that accounting educators need to ensure that soft-skills,
notably those focused on effective communication, are embedded within what is often a more
traditional technical-knowledge based curriculum. Doing so would contribute towards ensuring that
students “become fully competent members of the profession” (p. 7). Dolce et al. (2020) compared
perspectives of accounting employers and new graduates in Italy on skills required to be successful
accountants. They found that aside from agreeing on teamwork, each party differed in their rankings
on other transferable skills (notably those considered to be ‘soft skills’) such as public speaking and
communication. They noted that new graduates overestimated the importance of technical skills while
underestimating the importance of soft skills. This finding supports what Chen et al. (2021) also
discovered when they analyzed occupational data in the U.S. Department of Labour O*Net and
compared occupational profiles of accountants to accounting jobs. Their intention was to determine
how aligned role descriptions were with actual daily accounting experiences. Their findings confirmed
that some significant existing impressions from aspiring accounting professionals, such as that the
profession focuses more on information processing and less on communicating and working with
people, something reinforced through the requirements listed on the occupational profiles, were in fact
myths and inaccurate. As such, students and aspiring accounting professionals were being misguided;
this likely influenced their application strategies to focus more on technical knowledge rather than the
other things deemed as important.

Integration of Career Skills and Education into the Curriculum

On behalf of the Institute of Management Accountants (IMA) and the Management Accounting Section
(MAS) of the American Accounting Association (AAA), a task force was created in 2010 to identify how
the undergraduate accounting curriculum could be strengthened to ensure accounting students lead
successful careers. The report published by Lawson et al. (2014) outlined recommendations, including
that long-term career demands should be considered; that the scope of preparation should be more
inclusive than just to public accounting/auditing; that additional elements such as how organizational
value is achieved through the role of an accountant be included; and that the aforementioned
recommendations be included in the form of integrated competencies. Research by Wessels and
Sumner (2014) supported this finding as they described how educational institutions might incorporate
career education into the accounting curriculum (in required courses) throughout undergraduate
studies, so that students have multiple opportunities to practice career management skills. Integrating
career education throughout the accounting curriculum (any curriculum for that matter) affords
students multiple opportunities to generate self-awareness (e.g., reflect on their strengths, values, and
goals), and research and develop knowledge about their desired profession(s) to make informed
decisions about whether the profession is right for them (Reardon et al., 2021; Stebleton & Diamond,
2018).
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Diversity and Recruitment Biases

Given the significant discussion across all sectors around the need to diversify workforces, research has
also been conducted specific to the accounting profession. Burton et al. (2016) looked at personality
types and preferences of experienced accountants and accounting students and graduates. They found
that the personalities of recruits who stayed in public practice align more with their experienced
counterparts. Bujaki et al. (2018) examined how the term ‘diversity’ was incorporated by the eight
largest public accounting firms in Canada through their recruitment websites; the findings revealed
that the four largest firms had varied approaches to how diversity was described and incorporated,
while the next four largest firms had greater similarity. Additionally, research by Gebreiter (2020)
reinforced that the Big Four accounting firms (commonly known as PricewaterhouseCoopers [PwC],
Ernst & Young [EY], KPMG, and Deloitte) have developed criteria that outlines the ‘ideal recruit to the
profession. Gebreiter argues that the very premise of outlining the qualities/qualifications of an ‘ideal’
candidate, by its own virtue, creates a sense of homogenization within the profession and ultimately
discourages the recruitment of a truly diverse workforce.

Factors that Influence Accounting Students’ Career Paths

Finally, a body of research was uncovered that focused on how students are influenced to go into the
accounting profession as a career choice. Dalc et al. (2013) found that Iranian students value financial
aspects of the profession and opinions of those who referred them to the profession and roles, more
than intrinsic factors, when choosing to go into the profession, whereas Ng et al. (2017) found intrinsic
motivation and career exposure play a positive role in students pursuing accounting profession in
Malaysia. Karlsson and Noela (2022) looked at the perception on first- and second-year students in
Sweden and why they did not choose accounting as an area of study; of note was that some see
accounting as a ‘boring’ profession, suggesting a need to engage students and help them see the multi-
faceted aspects of the profession.

In reality, only one qualitative study appears to focus specifically on the accounting student recruitment
experience. Daoust (2020) observed public practice recruitment events and interviewed students, to
explore students’ interactions and motivations to pursue roles with the Big Four firms. A subset of the
study discussed the strategies students used during the recruitment process, such as actively
connecting and socializing with firm representatives, developing and conveying a personal brand, and
leveraging relevant contacts and resources. These strategies enable students to demonstrate their
disposition and fit for the Big Four organizational cultures, and in turn enhance their likelihood of
receiving job offers from these firms. The study calls for further research in students” experience of the
recruitment process, such as interviewing students after the recruitment process results and exploring
their experience and perspectives. This need for further research is echoed by Brink and Reichert (2020)
and Kremin and Pasewark (2020) who call for further research in the entry experience of students going
into the accounting profession. This is the gap this study seeks to fulfill. The next section thus outlines
the theoretical framework leveraged to frame the study’s approach.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

While exploring the various stages of the CPA Recruit (from research, to application, to interview and
offer), it is evident that the process itself is a significant learning opportunity for students (before their
work placement experience even begins). Through the process, students both acquire and refine a
variety of competencies to help them move through each stage. Fink’s (2013) taxonomy of significant
learning offers a suitable theoretical framework to understand study participants’ CPA Recruit
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experience.
The taxonomy of significant learning consists of six major, non-hierarchical categories of learning;

1) foundational knowledge,
2) application,

3) integration,

4) human dimension,

5) caring, and

6) learning to learn.

Notably, only the first category that is listed is focused on technical competence, reinforcing a key
finding that emerged through the existing literature: that the mastery of technical knowledge is not
enough to constitute a true and comprehensive learning experience. Additional aspects such as human
and social competencies, metacognitive reflection, and application of skills such as critical thinking and
negotiation are equally significant attributes. Consequently, while accounting students can be expected
to master their core technical concepts, institutions must help students identify and reflect on the
significant learning they accumulate during their undergraduate studies and throughout their job
search experiences, while also preparing them to showcase relevant skills and experiences in front of
potential employers.

Fink’s taxonomy can be applied directly to each stage of the CPA Recruit process to better understand
the significant learning that can occur for students who tangibly recognize the opportunities to
capitalize on the experience. Students can enhance their career management skills by reflecting on their
development within each category to inform their awareness and articulation of relevant skills and
experience. For instance, students can reflect on the foundational knowledge gained from their courses,
and how they apply the knowledge in other contexts, such as professional workplaces. The integration
of classroom and workplace learning requires students to reflect on both contexts and how they transfer
skills in-between; through this exercise they can generate insights — such as explicit examples — allowing
them to compose compelling applications and speaking points for interviews that link their past
experiences with the relevant skills they can offer future employers.

The other categories, human dimensions, caring, and learning to learn, relate to intrapersonal and
interpersonal competencies students likely practice in the academic setting but are given extensive
opportunities to hone while networking and interviewing during CPA Recruit. These categories
require students to exhibit high self-awareness and in-depth understanding of the firms, so that they
can decide on the companies to apply to that would best match their values, maximizing their chances
of getting an offer. During the CPA Recruit process, students also gather information they can act on,
such as discovering the required accounting software used by their top choice employer and then
learning how to use the software through online tutorials. Doing so requires students to be motivated
and self-directed learners who demonstrate initiative.

METHODOLOGY

A qualitative, phenomenological approach was employed for this study whereby participants
described their lived experience, the phenomenon of going through the CPA recruit process, and the
meanings of that experience upon reflection (Moustakas, 1994). The approach asked them to “return
to that experience at many points along the way. Itis both starting point and touchstone” (Crotty, 2013,
p- 85). In their description of the phenomenon, participants’” insights were generated to formulate a
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core universal essence to address the research question: What strategies do co-operative education
students employ to be successful throughout the CPA Recruit process, resulting in employment offers?

Participants

Participants consisted of accounting students in a regional, teaching-intensive university in British
Columbia, Canada. Students who enrolled in the co-operative education program who were successful
with obtaining a job (co-op placement, full-time position, or both) as part of the CPA Recruit process
were invited to participate in the study from August to October 2016. Out of a possible pool of 32
students, a total of 10 accepted the invitation to take part (Table 1).

TABLE 1: Overview of participant demographics.

Participant Gender Ethnicity Year of study  # co-op terms
pseudonym completed
Andrea Female White Fifth Three
Sonu Female White Third Two

Billie Female White Third One

Prab Male South Asian Fourth One

Kira Female South Asian Fourth Two

Ben Male Southeast Asian Fourth Two

Evan Male Southeast Asian Fifth Three
Irwin Male South Asian Third One

Moe Male White Fourth Two

Zara Female South Asian Fourth One

Data Collection

Ethics approval was gained through the university’s Research Ethics Board. A one-on-one, semi-
structured interview was the selected data collection tool as it allowed for a two-way, intimate
interaction between the researcher and participant. For this study, 10 interviews were conducted. All
interviews occurred two to four weeks after students were informed of the results of their applications;
the intention for this timeline was to preserve their immediate experience and in turn increase the
accuracy of their memory. For their participation, students were given a university bookstore gift card.

Interviews were semi-structured and lasted between 60 to 90 minutes. Interview questions were
divided into three parts to solicit participants” perspectives before, during, and after the CPA Recruit
process. Participants were asked about their understanding of the CPA Recruit process prior to their
participation, and if they had other motivations to take part aside from securing a placement. Then,
they discussed any expectations they set for themselves specific to the CPA Recruit programs and
events they took part in. They were also asked to describe steps and strategies they employed
throughout the process. Finally, they reflected on their success by identifying attitudes, skills, and
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knowledge that contributed to their outcome, considered if they would do anything differently in
hindsight, and offered advice they have for future students going through the process.

Data Analysis

With permission from participants, interviews were recorded and transcribed to preserve the language
used by participants and to prepare for data analysis. Thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2022) was
employed. The transcripts were uploaded to a qualitative research software, NVivo and coded line by
line. Each transcript was reviewed twice, with the first time being a close reading of the transcript and
identification of strategies that participants described they thought helped them be successful during
the CPA Recruit process. Each separate strategy that was mentioned was assigned an individual code.
After all interview transcripts were coded, the author conducted a second review to confirm, and if
necessary, revise the identification of strategies and codes. Revisions made were documented in the
researcher’s journal to generate an audit trail. Each strategy was then mapped onto one of the six
categories of the taxonomy of significant learning (Table 2).

TABLE 2: Exemplar success strategies mapped onto each taxonomy category.

Taxonomy category

Exemplar strategies (select examples)

Foundational knowledge
Comprehension and recall of
information

Application
Putting foundational
knowledge in practice

Integration
Transfer of learning between
contexts

Human dimension
Knowing oneself and others

Caring
Shifts in beliefs and values

Learning to learn
Being self-directed learners

Have a high GPA
Keep informed of the CPA Recruit process

Review and deconstruct job descriptions
Incorporate accounting knowledge in applications

Apply case analysis framework to interview activity
Use workplace learning and lingo to engage with employers

Establish and maintain several key connections in each firm
Include other students in networking conversations

Assume leadership roles in school and volunteer contexts
Learn from employers’ career experiences

Consult past students who were successful in obtaining positions
Seek professional feedback on applications and interviews

FINDINGS

A total of 244 success strategies were identified by the participants; because some strategies were used
by multiple participants, duplicates were removed resulting in a total of 119 unique strategies. These
were then sorted into the six categories of the taxonomy of significant learning, resulting in the
following distribution of strategies within each category:

1) Foundational knowledge: 6
2) Application: 13
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3) Integration: 11

4) Human dimension: 48
5) Caring: 15

6) Learning to learn: 26

Each category is discussed in greater detail in the following subsections. Whenever possible,
participant quotes are used to illuminate the discussion. Pseudonyms are used instead of participants’
real names to protect their identities.

Foundational Knowledge

The foundational knowledge category is concerned with comprehension and recall of information and
ideas; it serves as a foundation for learners to master before advancing to the other categories. Within
the category, participants identified success strategies related to understanding and remembering
general information about the CPA Recruit process, such as the key dates and events, rules and
etiquette expected of student attendees. They took advantage of networking and application writing
workshops to gain general knowledge on how to socialize at large-scale events and how they can make
their cover letters and resumes stand out.

Participants also saw high grade point averages (GPA) as an indicator of technical competence and
cited maintaining a high GPA or increasing current GPA to be a strategy to demonstrate accounting
knowledge. That said, they saw having a high GPA merely as a way to ‘get their foot in the door”:
“...doing well in school is also really important; academic wise, I think to be competitive you probably
need at least an 85% average” (Sonu). This potentially explained why participants cited the lowest
number of strategies in this category, since they saw having foundational knowledge as simply an
entrance requirement to complete in the CPA Recruit process, and to be successful, they needed to
employ strategies in the other categories.

Application

In the application category, learners put their foundational knowledge into practice. With regards to
the CPA Recruit process, participants put their data research and organization skills to work. They
habitually collected sample job descriptions and interview questions and sought background
information on firms and people they hoped to work for. Gathered information was used to generate
questions they asked at networking events, in applications, and during interviews, so that they
demonstrated their keen interest in firms and distinguished themselves from other applicants.

A few participants maintained some form of database to keep track of firm representatives, including
their contact information and topics they had discussed so that they could follow up in a systematic
fashion: “whenever I met people, I would write down their name and facts that we talked about within
our conversation...so that I wouldn’t forget and [it] would be something that I could put into my
application” (Andrea).

Integration

Connections are drawn between academic, professional, and personal experiences in the Integration
category. Ben used what he learned from an accounting course that incorporated the case-study
approach to stand out from other candidates during an interview:
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During my second interview, we were given a case and most of my groups were from [other
institution] and they didn’t know any case [analysis] framework...they could only come up with
options and this is our recommendation but at [my institution] we...start with critical issues,
situation analysis and then decision criteria, options and recommendation.

Irwin offered a similar strategy where he incorporated his business analysis course and case
competition experience into his application:

[An accounting firm] mentioned that they’re looking for individuals...very keen on learning
different kind[s] of industry, so with the business analysis course and case competition that’s
pretty much what you are doing, you're analyzing different businesses in different industries so
I mentioned that in the application.

Finally, Billie credited her CPA Recruit success to work experiences in the service industry:

[Firm representatives] were saying, “we can teach anyone to do accounting...but we want
someone who we can get along with and we have to spend time with who’s a people person”...I
have serving experience...I have no problem walking up to a group of people and talking to
them and trying to get them to like me right away; that experience was very beneficial to me for
the CPA Recruit.

These three testimonials suggest that participants apply their learning, a sought-after ability by
accounting firms, by taking a metacognitive approach that extrapolates learning from one context and
applying it to another.

Human Dimension

Participants cited the highest number of strategies that fell within the human dimension category,
which describes learners’” knowledge about themselves and others through introspective and social
processes. The strategies illuminated three main themes: demonstrating self-awareness, forging
meaningful connections, and articulating alignment.

Demonstrating self-awareness refers to learners’ knowledge of their skills and strengths, and how they
can transfer this knowledge to their future profession. Participants cited their ability to identify
personal accomplishments and experiences that illustrated their ability to meet sought-after soft skills
and experiences that would be of interest to firm representatives. Evan illustrated this idea:

[Firms] don’t just focus on your grades, they also focus on your unique stories, so I indicated
some stories in my cover letter...if they are saying that students must be resilient...I [share] that
I am an immigrant and English wasn’t my first language and my culture was different, but I was
still able to stay on top of my studies and was able to obtain employment, which is an evidence
of being resilient.

In addition, participants were also clear about their preferences for particular firms, firm sizes, and the
specialty they want to pursue, which in turn enabled them to focus on the quality of their interactions
with representatives who work in their desired firms.

Participants stressed the importance of developing and maintaining genuine connections with firm
representatives. They worked hard to ensure conversations were ongoing two-way dialogues, rather
than generic question and answer exchanges; they focused on discussion topics that went beyond the
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accounting profession by building on common interests and hobbies. Prab stated that “a lot of the firms
that I talked to engage in sports...and if you have a [similar] passion that you could share to them then
that might be a plus as well”. Having that 'chemistry” or ’click’ with firm representatives is key to
building confidence and comfort in further connecting; the interaction between students and
representatives becomes more personal through frequent email and social media exchanges, and when
students conduct information interviews and ask for application advice over coffee. Overall,
participants described a progression of deepening relationships with firm representatives as they
continued to connect through various CPA Recruit events, moving the connection from one that was
initially superficial to one that felt more mutually fulfilling and continued beyond the CPA Recruit
process.

The third and final theme, articulating alignment, emerged from the first two. By leveraging their self-
awareness and information they gathered from meaningful interactions with firms, participants were
able to articulate their alignment with their desired firms. A particular focus was placed on how, given
their experience and skills, they would prove to be a valuable team member. Andrea explained:

I was able to highlight in my cover letter [that], I talk[ed] to...one of the partners...He talked
about family and how their firm gives value to time for your family and work-life balance which
is a big consideration for me. I was able to highlight it in my [application] where I spoke to my
strong family values through my work and community contribution, and I think that’s one of
the reasons why I actually got an interview and later on, the job.

For participants to successfully convince firms of their strong candidacy, they needed to be aware of
their own strengths and values, and to ensure the firms they applied to were also seeking similar
attributes.

Caring

The caring category is an extension of the previous human dimension category. Through connecting
with firm representatives, participants gathered information and insights that in turn shifted, or even
challenged, their perspectives and beliefs.

While they may have begun the CPA Recruit process with preconceived notions about how to secure
job offers, they also explicitly sought advice from firm representatives and post-secondary
professionals, and promptly acted on their feedback. Billie described her initial discomfort with
inviting firm representatives for informal one-on-one meetings:

I thought it was so inappropriate for me to ask [representatives] to coffee because I thought
they’re busy, why would they want to take the time to talk to someone like me...if everybody
who wanted to work for [the firm] was asking them out for coffee they’d never get any work
done. Ijust thought: why would they have the time?!

Later in the interview, she reflected on a conversation with a firm representative who helped reframe
her initial concern:

Ilearned from [the firm representative who] said people are asking him out for coffee all the time
just to get insight and talk about possible positions so, that kind of shocked me actually as well.
But this was an unwritten rule that got me the job so I'm glad I took that advice for sure.
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The discovery of an "‘unwritten rule’, shifting her original perspective, and acting on advice given by a
firm representative was an important success strategy.

Participants also considered their co-curricular experiences to have enhanced their candidacy. Zara
thought her passion in working with the homeless population not only changed her perspective about
vulnerable and at-risk individuals, but also helped her align with organizational values espoused by
the firms she applied to: “I volunteered in the [volunteer organization] and that was always something
interesting I talked about in interviews. It changed my worldview and made me...more compassionate
and sympathetic. It resonated with interviewers and companies.” In addition, other participants cited
participation in case competitions, assuming leadership roles in classes and through student clubs, as
transformative, life-changing experiences that strengthened their applications.

Learning to Learn

In this final category, learning to learn, participants cited strategies indicating they are self-directed
learners who take initiative to shape their CPA Recruit experience. Many asserted that their
preparation began the year prior to their attendance of CPA Recruit events so that they could get a
sense of the etiquette and interactions expected at the events. As Kira asserted, “I was in ‘stealth mode’
the year before where I was there to support my friends, but also ended up learning a ton that helped
me do well in this Recruit.”

Being aware of the skills they needed to refine to be successful, participants actively sought professional
development and mentorship opportunities. After attending related workshops (as mentioned in the
foundational knowledge category), they found venues to practice their skills, such as initiating
conversations with new people in day-to-day life, joining Toastmasters to improve public speaking
skills, and acting on immediate feedback that they received through participating in mock interviews.
Participants also described an extensive support system they drew from throughout the CPA Recruit
process from family members, instructors, peers and alumni who were previously successful in the
process.

Finally, participants saw intrinsic value in participating in the CPA Recruit process; they continually
reflected upon and regarded their participation as a learning experience in and of itself. Moe saw CPA
Recruit as an opportunity to expand his perspective on the accounting field. He offered advice to future
students:

Try and learn as much as you can from these [representatives] because these are the individuals
who were in our shoes a few years ago or 10 years, 12 years ago, whatever the case was. How
did they emerge from this process? Became a manager? Became that senior manager? They
hold key knowledge we can’t get from a professor. Professors are...very good role models but
they can’t provide you the industry aspect of things or...what skill set is really important out
there.

While getting a job offer remained the top priority, participants also cited benefits from their CPA
Recruit participation, such as developing transferable skills, gaining confidence, and expanding
networks and contacts — all of which are helpful toward future professional success.
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DISCUSSION

Identifying strategies students used during the CPA Recruit process that enabled them to be successful
and using the taxonomy of significant learning as a lens to analyze these strategies elucidated three key
insights: an emphasis on human and social skills; foundational knowledge as a launchpad; and
connecting all categories of learning.

Demonstrating strong human and social skills were critical in attaining CPA Recruit success; this was
supported by the human dimensions and caring categories housing more than half of the 119 strategies
identified. This should come as no surprise as the CPA Recruit process and employers place a
tremendous emphasis on assessing applicants’ self-presentation and interpersonal skills; this emphasis
confirmed previous literature describing employers” preference for applicants” personal attributes and
social skills over their grades (Abeysekera, 2006; Dunbar et al., 2016; Jackling & De Lange, 2009; Kim et
al.,, 1993). Adding further confirmation, this study featured various quotes in the Findings section
illustrating participants’ ability to align themselves with their desired accounting firms in their
thinking, values, and interests.

Secondly, the foundational knowledge category, despite having the least numbers of strategies, serves
as a launching point that enables applicants to develop more sophisticated skills in the other categories.
Participants mentioned that having a strong GPA - a generally accepted way of proving one’s
foundational knowledge —is simply fulfilling an entrance requirement to the CPA Recruit process. This
may provide a possible explanation for why only six strategies were classified in the category; since
both employers and applicants may be operating under an assumption that applicants should have
GPAs high enough to demonstrate solid accounting knowledge and technical skills, participants in this
study instead shifted to cite strategies in the other categories. It was also mentioned earlier that
employers have a stronger preference for skills under the Human Dimensions category whereby they
are more likely to focus their assessment on applicants’ interpersonal skills.

Finally, there is a disconnect between the first three categories of foundational knowledge, application,
and integration, and the other three categories of human dimensions, caring, and learning how to learn.
The former group of categories centered on developing, applying, and transferring knowledge, while
the latter focused on intra- and interpersonal capabilities. This disconnect was evident in this study,
where participants perceived school as a setting to primarily attain foundational knowledge and skills,
but they saw the need to engage in activities outside of the classroom context to develop human and
social skills. The perception that their education alone does not sufficiently prepare them for the
workplace and rigorous competitions such as the CPA Recruit process is consistent with literature
(Barnett et al., 2001; Jackling & De Lange, 2009). This calls for post-secondary institutions to help
students identify opportunities to gain this experience prior to submitting their applications, while
enhancing their articulation and transfer of curricular learning to future professional contexts. This
will effectively help them move from “knowing that” to “knowing how” (Abeysekera, 2006, p. 9) as a
lifelong career management practice (Bridgstock, 2009).

Leveraging Career Management Competencies: The Need for Career Management Skills

The existing literature suggests those who wish to have a successful career within the accounting
profession must utilize a broad set of both technical and soft skills; a career management lens can also
be applied to this study. To effectively manage one’s career throughout one’s life, there are a series of
skills required. As Sultana (2012) notes: “Career management skills refer to a whole range of
competencies which provide structured ways for individuals and groups to gather, analyze, synthesize
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and organize self, educational and occupational information, as well as the skills to make and
implement decisions and transitions” (p. 229). These competencies extend well-beyond having
discipline-specific technical knowledge and include multi-faceted aspects that are required to achieve
and maintain career success in the 21t century.

By analyzing the steps students go through in the CPA Recruit process, one can identify how various
aspects of career management and competencies are embedded within the process. More specifically,
McKinnon and Johnston (2014) identified competencies that prepare an individual to be successful in
their career from the application/recruitment stage through to job maintenance. Four of their identified
competencies are evidently embedded throughout the CPA Recruit process.

Identifying fit with roles and organizations and communicating relevant personal and professional
strengths is the first competency relevant to the CPA Recruit process. Students use the CPA Recruit
process to learn about the firms, their cultures and values, and use what they have learned to explore
fit and alignment. They then identify relevant strengths and assets that they believe to be of value to
each firm and determine how to convey and provide evidence that they have these strengths to offer.
This is often expressed through providing artifacts and storytelling while creating applications and
networking. Focusing on high-quality job search strategies, such as cultivating strong professional
relationships with firm representatives and targeting applications to specific companies (by
highlighting company values and culture) has a higher likelihood of employment success (Van Hooft
et al., 2013).

The second competency calls for students to build and manage their professional image. First
impressions are critical during the CPA Recruit process. Students develop competence in self-
presentation and impression management, and in turn, enhance their awareness of how they are being
perceived by others, and what they need to strengthen/adjust in order to be viewed more positively to
yield interviews and offers. This occurs during the application creation phase (e.g., identify what
information to share within a resume or portfolio), interviews, and also during the various networking
events and activities.

The third competency requires students to foster and maintain a network of career mentors and
supports. Multiple types of support exist for students during the CPA Recruit process if they choose
to leverage them. Successful students typically access many resources available to them (e.g., advising
support, workshops, mentorship opportunities, etc.). Many also will go beyond the explicit resources
and leverage their own social capital to gain access and develop awareness of opportunities
(Tomlinson, 2017); in some cases, students proactively develop mentorship relationships with firm
representatives who guide them through the process. Moreover, students develop support networks
with one another, despite being competitors in the process, by exchanging information and
encouragement, which is a powerful form of peer networking that often yields impressive results
(Marmaros & Sacerdote, 2002).

The final competency is concerned with the ongoing process of self-evaluation. Throughout the CPA
Recruit process, students attend numerous meetings and events and are thus afforded ample
opportunities to reflect on their interactions and overall performance. This, in turn, enables students
to continually adjust their approach as they experiment, practice, and gather new information along
the way to enhance their prospects; Lopez-Kidwell et al. (2013) maintains that engaging in this
reflective, self-regulation process plays an important role in achieving job search goals.
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IMPLICATIONS

Future research studies may explore several directions. While students are an important part of the
CPA Recruit process, future studies may wish to explore other viewpoints to obtain a more
comprehensive picture, such as those from employers in other industries, educators, and the
accreditation bodies. Their perspectives ought to be incorporated so that additional challenges and
opportunities can be identified, including where each group sees a potential for collaboration, to
improve the overall experience for everyone. Furthermore, with the COVID-19 pandemic shifting
networking events and interviews to be conducted virtually, it would be interesting to see how the
online environment impacts the success strategies identified in this study.

Within post-secondary institutions, this research may be of interest to more than a single group. Career
and co-op educators and faculty members are well-positioned to design both curricular and co-
curricular interventions that help students enhance these categories of significant learning, especially
the category of human dimension. Such interventions and efforts call for pedagogical approaches like
explicit instruction and teaching (Oliver & Jorre de St Jorre, 2018) that advocate for skills and
competencies to be incorporated in course outcomes and assessment, so that they become more visible
to both students and employers. Furthermore, some institutions may offer general career preparation
courses or may partner with another program (such as Applied Communications) as an elective, like a
job finding club, so that students can be prompted to engage in regular self-reflection, participate in
extracurricular activities and applied projects, exchange practices, and mentally support one another.

Additionally, movement and call for organizations to honor principles of equity, diversity, and
inclusion through policies, processes, and practices raise important considerations for WIL processes,
such as the CPA Recruit, and broader recruitment practices across all sectors. There exists an
opportunity for the profession and accrediting bodies to look at their current practices to identify
opportunities to ensure people from all backgrounds, abilities, and socio-economic status can
participate at an equitable level. Notably, the participants in this study talked about strategies that
enabled them to be successful; one of them spoke about the ‘unwritten rule’ that she stumbled upon
through a conversation, meaning that not everyone has the same benefit of learning this rule. Does the
recruitment process as it currently stands provide advantages to particular students/student groups,
such as those who have the ability and capacity to fully engage in these events and meetings (e.g.,
access to a vehicle to remote locations, or funds to take a representative out to lunch/coffee)? These
will be important considerations to ensure organizations don’t overlook qualified candidates who
might not, on the surface, meet their implicit criteria.

Transferability of Findings to Other Disciplines and Industries

While the context for this study was within the CPA Recruit process, one that’s much more formalized
than other recruitment practices, there are implications for other disciplines. Professions such as
lawyers and engineers share similarities with accountants in their recruitment practices. To pursue
careers in these fields, students need to gain practical experience such as co-op and articling before they
apply to become a certified professional in the field. Therefore, the strategies mentioned by the
participants might also be applicable to these fields, such as taking the time to get to know firms and
representatives to determine one’s fit with the organization, and how to effectively promote oneself
through networking and follow up activities.
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Furthermore, the CPA Recruit process is formalized and structured to maximize the exposure that
students and firms have with each other. However, this intensely coordinated process is not standard
in most industries and thus this level of exposure is typically more haphazard and not as readily
available. Consequently, students in other disciplines likely need to take more initiative and work more
proactively to seek out companies and representatives to build networks, familiarize themselves with
expectations and a general understanding of the work environment. The ideas presented in these
findings can serve as general inspiration and guidelines that others may wish to consider; educators
and institutions need to help students practice and hone these career management skills to enhance
their success.

LIMITATIONS

The study encompassed several limitations that typically come with qualitative research. First, the
study was conducted with 10 student participants within a single post-secondary institution. With a
small sample situated within a specific context (i.e., a teaching-intensive institution), the research data,
findings and implications might not be generalizable outside of the institution. Therefore, future
researchers interested in conducting similar research should be mindful of their own institutional
context. That said, the simplicity in the methodology, data collection, and analysis processes would
hopefully allow them to replicate and/or adapt the methodology to suit their contexts.

In addition, this study relied heavily on self-reports from student participants. Since participants were
interviewed after they learned of their job offer, their successful outcome may have influenced their
response. Future studies may consider soliciting students at multiple points: before, during, and after
the CPA Recruit process. By interviewing employers, especially those involved in the actual hiring
process, this could also serve to triangulate the findings and identify consistency (or discrepancies)
between the students’ self-perception and that of the hiring members.

CONCLUSION

The CPA Recruit process serves as a key gateway for students to enter the accounting public practice
pathway; yet there is limited empirical research on the process and the experience of the stakeholders
involved. This study focused on the student experience through soliciting strategies students used to
be successful during the CPA Recruit process. Categorizing the strategies under the taxonomy of
significant learning has shed light on the importance of human and social skills and called for
institutions to make the development and practice of these skills more visible in the accounting
curriculum. In this sense, the CPA Recruit process itself also provides valuable experiential learning
for all students, whether they are successful in the competition. The findings from this study, notably
the strategies employed by students who were successful in securing a position, can be extended to
students seeking work opportunities in other disciplines as the vast majority are not discipline or
knowledge-specific and can be applied across multiple contexts.
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