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Abstract

:

The business economy experienced major changes during the last three decades. The social and economic globalization associated with the fourth revolution put the accounting profession under great pressure toward harmonization and convergence. Still, the route to become a qualified professional accountant varies from country to country all over the world. This paper seeks to understand the evolution of the accounting profession in Brazil and focus on the interaction between higher education institutions (HEIs) and professional bodies, in the context of digital transformation. It is an exploratory study. A survey questionnaire was used to collect data about the perception of the directors of first-degree programs regarding the autonomy of HEIs in defining the curricular contents intended to qualify accounting professionals. The findings show that HEIs are highly influenced by the professional order and Ministry of Education. The limitation associated with this research is that it focusses on one particular professional group in one country.
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1. Introduction


Globalization has effects on the environment, culture, political systems, development and economic prosperity, as well as on the welfare of human beings that make up societies around the world. Technology has been the catalyst that has propelled another globalization process. The progress made, especially in the field of information technology, has dramatically transformed economic activity.



The fourth industrial revolution has changed the landscape of education and innovation. Higher education institutions (HEIs), businesses, professional associations and public authorities will have to cooperate in the next framework of Industry 4.0. This term was introduced by Kagermann et al. at the Hannover Fair in Germany in 2011. The emergence of Industry 4.0 is driven, not only by the rapid development of technology, but also by social and economic factors. Key technologies driving Industry 4.0 are wearables, augmented reality, simulation, autonomous vehicles and robots, additive manufacturing, distributed ledger systems (such as blockchain), big data analytics, mobile computing and cloud computing. These technologies affect and enable the creation of different novel business models [1,2,3,4].



In addition, there are also social and economic factors driving the fourth industrial revolution, such as emerging platform economies and more freelancing and consultant-style services, which are enabled by technology. While, at the same time, more and more people are getting accustomed to a new flexible kind of work, it also means that work relationships are becoming more interdependent [5]. The development of up-to-date curricula compatible with current market requirements, namely those required by Industry 4.0, requires collaborative networking, where the various actors, namely universities, companies, professional associations and the state, are represented. The digital transformation of society pressures professions to adapt to the traditional framework of professionalism by including attitudes and behaviors expressed in the digital world.



The professions have evolved from a “golden age” of professionalism to a loss of professional dominance and influence, partially caused by managerialism [6,7,8]). Over the past four decades, the increase in higher education courses, replacing the old professional training programs, has been growing, due to the knowledge and skills that involve the qualification of future professionals. In this scenario, HEIs (universities, colleges, polytechnics) provide knowledge and certify the technical skills of professionals, sustaining their ability to solve problems and guide their clients [9]. University autonomy and academic freedom are closely related; however, they form different concepts. According to [10], the first is an institutional authority; the latter is a personal privilege granted to academics to safeguard the unrestricted pursuit, transmission and dissemination of truth and knowledge. Still, according to the same author, the following concept is an interpretation of the historical roots of these concepts and, in particular, how the determinant concepts of university autonomy have evolved in response to changes in opinion about education. The author of [11] starts from the claim that the result of higher education, in the first place, is the credentials in which knowledge is obtained, mainly, in professional life.



Although such perspectives have significant consequences for the understanding of the characteristics of professionalism, it is not yet clear how professional competence is acquired. In the social and human sciences, professions are presented as a phenomenon of the organization of the labor market, given the ability to create exclusive shelters for performance, through the monopoly of advanced knowledge and other credentials, which are necessary to achieve social and economic opportunities of authorized practices [12,13,14]. In addition to this concept, [13] observes that the control of exercise and professional power is guaranteed by universities, the state and professional bodies, which support professional power from three pillars: autonomy, monopoly over knowledge and credentialism. Still, according to [15], the result of the professionalization process is seen as the achievement of “professional autonomy”.



In this context, the problematization of this study is formulated in the following terms: which are the main influences that Brazilian HEIs suffer regarding the definition of the curricula of higher education courses in accounting? Similar to [16], this paper seeks to understand how various human actors including the accounting profession, the state, universities and accounting academics, along with non-human actors such as accreditation, regulation and transformation, interact for the setting of syllabi or course content to prepare future accounting professionals.



In the following sections, we look for a deeper understanding of how professional bodies interact with universities. The next section introduces the theoretical framework adopted in this paper. In Section 3, we describe the methodology and premises of the study, followed by Section 4 with the presentation and discussion of the results. Finally, the conclusions and perspectives for the deepening of the theme with a proposal for further studies are presented.




2. Theoretical Approach


The term professionalism is applied in many different circumstances. To understand the vagueness of the concept, we must go back to [17], who identified a professional as a person whose time is mostly dedicated to an activity, unlike that individual whose involvement in a particular occupation is transient or provisional. The authors of [18] emphasize that a profession emerges when a defined number of people begin to practice a defined technique, based on specialized training. Thus, categories of daily life are confused with the ways in which they exist in social life, in the context of real groups and the aspect of formalization, starting from the state, granting professional status.



According to [19], the initial development of the fundamentals of the study of professions, in large part, arose in North America, with a focus on the United States. The traditional method of self-regulation, which characterized major professions like medicine, was based on legal devices of exclusive licensing and certification and involved protection from naked economic and political pressures and from competition with other occupations [20,21]. The assumption was that with such protection, the professions would be both willing and able to regulate the performance of their members themselves, by placing the public interest over collective and personal advantage. It was presumed that under these circumstances, professionals would work ethically and competently.



Professions are presented, according to [20], as a phenomenon of market organization, in specific areas of work, due to higher education knowledge and the monopoly of knowledge and credentials, delimiting the performance of individuals who do not have the requirements required, and who are not allowed to present themselves as professionals. In the contemporary literature, the term profession is approached in line with certain legal categories, such as lawyers, doctors and engineers, in the form of specialized activities, which gives them a high status, power and prestige [13,20]. Occupations, on the other hand, are transient or provisional activities, without specific knowledge, which do not require training and are carried out autonomously, even in the face of remuneration [18,22]. Still, as mentioned by [20], the formal education required is the milestone that distinguishes occupations from professions. That is, something like a form of accreditation, which acts as a market reserve mechanism. According to [13] and [14], aiming to achieve status as a professional, in addition to the inherent knowledge, the graduate must comply with other requirements, among which are the credentials in the form of a degree and, in particular, approval through a knowledge test applied by the respective order or professional council. Thus, in both cases, the “power” of a profession to identify and safeguard the content and practices of its work influences its evolution and status in the system of interdependent professional relationships [23].



The assumption was that with such protection, the professions would be both willing and able to regulate the performance of their members, by placing the public interest over collective and personal advantage. It was presumed that under these circumstances, professionals would work ethically and competently. However, this traditional method of self-regulation is changing. It is being replaced by methods intended to impose stronger, external controls which [21] are classified into three forms, as follows:




	
The first one is market regulation, which is usually labeled as “deregulation”. Professionals are exposed to the market. This can be done by promoting interprofessional or intraprofessional competition.



	
The second form of regulation pointed out by Freidson is bureaucratic regulation. Such regulation is characterized by a proliferation of record-keeping requirements and the development of systematic methods to review those records. Embedded in that system of records, facilitated and accelerated by the computer, is a rationalized system of categories by which professional work becomes measured and assessed.



	
Collegial regulation, the third method of regulation identified by Freidson, becomes more clear, active and formal. In the case of accounting, accountants were required, first, to review their colleagues’ working processes and decisions. For the author, collegial regulation rather than external bureaucratic regulation remains predominant.








In charge of legitimizing the professionalization process, the formal structures are represented by universities, professional bodies and the state. The organization of professionals around associations and orders originates from what [13] lists as the first function of professionalism: the protection of standards of excellence in the face of pressures of speed or ease, in which such a function is performed in the development of expertise, with autonomy, which results in the belief that qualified professionals are qualified in determining the functions to be performed, in dedication, based on the concept that through the development and exercise of expertise, they are worthy of devotion to a career. In this context, professional associations and orders operate between the state and professionals and between them and their clients, who participate in the construction of rhetoric and discourse, aiming at public recognition and legal protection. The debate in relation to the performance and prerogatives in favor of professional orders also involves questioning the legitimacy delegated by the state, in its own powers, based on the argument that in some countries, there is no mandatory registration of professionals, in the respective orders [24,25]. On the other hand, in countries like Spain, England and Brazil, the legislation has greater requirements, since certain orders, such as accountants, doctors, engineers and architects, fulfill a supervisory role.



In the context of sociological theories, studies on professions, within a critical perspective, do not recognize professionals as neutral altruistic groups, but in the form of aggregates with identical interests and who seek market control, in addition to their central role in capitalist mediation and the means of production [26]. Indeed, functionalist theorists of professions were heavily criticized. Their scientific support, mainly their ideological neutrality, was questioned. Professions underwent “crises of confidence and accountability” [27] which created the basis for new approaches. The paradigm of power (Freidson, Johnson, Larson) opens up a debate between the theses of professional power dominance and professional power decline. The ideal type of [28], i.e., professionalism in its pure sense, no longer exists, or rarely exists. It is now organizationally defined and includes the logics of the organization and the market, managerialism and commercialism. The authors of [29] argue that the discussion about professionals and scientists working in formal organization revolves around the issue of control, namely, whether or not conventional bureaucratic methods are appropriate or practical for controlling the work of scientists and professionals. Indeed, as stated by [30], “professional work is increasingly mediated by organizations; many professionals now work in corporations or government offices; most professional services are delivered to organizations rather than individuals; and professional service firms have become complex, diversified organizations that are often larger than their Fortune 500 corporate clients”.



According to the set of publications present in the contemporary literature aimed at professions, its field of study remains attractive for research, related to the theme, notably as regards educational and training aspects, the specific knowledge required, state interference and the actions of associations and professional orders [31,32]. Indeed, as stated by [33], “there exists a large and well-established body of research which has shown that the process of becoming a professional involves much more than simply passing examinations and being registered to practice”.



The accounting profession, whose prerogatives involve acting in relation to the accounting of organizations with economic activity, in the context of liberal professions, does not belong to the group of so-called “imperial professions” whose identification is attributed to law, medicine and engineering [34]. Although, in recent times, some of them have had to adopt more flexible ways of acting, instead of legally supported and socially legitimized claims [35]. Additionally, the same author already identifies accounting as a liberal or collegial profession.



Historically, the recognition of accounting, as a profession, initially occurred on the European continent, when the first accountants obtained their status legitimately, based on the significant role played by the state in aiming its development as a profession [27,36,37,38]. In addition to the powers and prerogatives delegated by the state, professional accounting associations and orders, in many countries, including Brazil, the United States, Japan and Portugal, for example, take care of the preparation and application of the evidence required for access to the professional category and the performance of its affiliates, namely [36,39,40], regarding the code of ethics and ontology.



In Brazil, the 1988 Federal Constitution expressly enshrined the principle of university autonomy. Autonomy is generally understood as the capacity to be governed by specific laws [9]. In practical terms, society entrusts HEIs with the task of building and disseminating scientific knowledge so that, through the state’s delegation, it can decide on the appropriate technical–scientific training, which allows future professionals to be prepared for their performance in the market [41]. Additionally, within the scope of Brazilian legislation, comprising the Law of Directives and Bases of Education (LDB), concomitant with Article 207 of the country’s Federal Constitution and with the text of Resolution 10/2004 of the National Education Council (CNE), it is expressed that HEI directors, operating in the country, have didactic–scientific autonomy to structure the curricular content of higher education courses, including undergraduate courses in accounting sciences [42]. Regarding the management of these higher education courses, this is the responsibility of a teacher, called the director, with a master or doctor title, elected or appointed to the position according to the current guidelines, issued by the Ministry of Education and Culture [43,44]. Regarding accounting teaching in higher school, this autonomy is hard to manage, since the performance of accounting science students is periodically evaluated in the tests of the National Student Performance Exam (NSPE) and at the time of the professional access tests, applied by the Federal Accounting Council (FAC) and called the Sufficiency Exam. Based on the above, it is observed that the Brazilian HEIs, which have the privilege of autonomy in the elaboration of their curricula, face two different situations: the first, in relation to the autonomy itself, which allows them to define their own educational and the second, in view of the consequences that this autonomy can bring, since when shaping their curricula, they need to act to guarantee the success of their graduates [45]. Therefore, curricular components and didactic–pedagogical issues are subordinated to two external evaluation parameters: NSPE, from the National Higher Education Assessment System (SINAES) and the Professional Order Examination, called the “Sufficiency Examination”.




3. Materials and Methods


In this context, the problematization of this study is formulated in the following terms: which are the main influences that Brazilian HEIs suffer regarding the definition of the curricula of higher education courses in accounting?



In Figure 1, we represent the framework followed in this research. In the context of open economies and digital transformation, the rise of the market introduced important changes in the way universities interact with professional bodies. In particular, professional organizations and their increasing power are connected to processes of professionalization dictated by the market and highly influenced by the digital transformation of society, based on the assumption that professional behaviors are defined by society, culture and generations [46].



Our framework recognizes changes and continuities within the increasingly competitive context in which professionals operate. So, in order to know the perception of the directors of the higher courses in accounting sciences in relation to the way HEIs and professional orders interact, they were asked about three premises, in which they expressed their opinion from five options: (1) strongly disagree, (2) partially disagree, (3) indifferent, (4) partially agree and (5) totally agree.



	
P1. The knowledge provided by the university is the main pillar of the training of future accountants, as it allows it to build the profile of the ideal professional type and to develop the essential skills for the exercise of the profession.



	
P2. Universities, as accredited to qualify future accountants, are instrumentalized by professional orders, aiming to legitimize their own existence.



	
P3. The curricular matrix adopted at the HEI in which I work; in view of the implementation of the Sufficiency Exam in 2010; needed significant adjustments in the subjects covered in the exam.






Aiming to confirm the perception of the directors in relation to the starting point, they were motivated to point out the degree of influence in relation to participation in the definition of the study plan (contents/pedagogical methods/curriculum), of the following drivers, already identified in the theoretical framework of this article: (a) defined by the HEI itself; (b) national curriculum guidelines; (c) Federal Accounting Council; (d) content present in the FAC Sufficiency Exam; (e) suggestions from the course faculty; (f) UN/UNCTAD/ISAR guidelines and; (g) regional features.



For data collection, a questionnaire was used. The population of this study comprised all 980 directors of accounting sciences in Brazil, identified from a report provided by the FAC, in January 2014. The sample is represented by 436 responses obtained from questionnaires sent electronically, through the tool ‘’Google Docs’’ and to confirm its validity, the formula proposed by [47] was used to calculate the error of proportions in finite populations. Data collection was completed in December 2014, and the systematization of data began.




4. Presentation and Discussion of the Results


4.1. Brazilian Settings


In order to understand the interaction between higher education institutions and professional bodies regarding the construction of curricula of the course for future accounting professionals, one should first know the political and institutional settings of the Brazilian accounting profession.



Higher education institutions operating in Brazil and offering higher education in accounting sciences must follow the legislation of the Ministry of Education (MEC), in the form of Resolution no. 10/2004 of the CNE. In this rule, the body of knowledge that makes up the formation of the future accountant is based on this resolution [42]. However, it is necessary to note, at the outset, that in Article 1. of this legal document, there is reference to the National Curriculum Guidelines, to “[...] be observed by Higher Education Institutions”, that is, there is not an imposing term in that article, but in the sense of observing the precepts listed there. According to [48], these bases do not define, in general, the mandatory subjects common to all courses. According to the same authors, there are guiding principles—or something like axes, of teaching areas—from which each HEI has autonomy to develop its curriculum. As for the guiding principles provided for in Resolution no. 10/2004 of MEC, these deal with the formation of the desired professional profile, in the context of skills and competences; the curricular components of the courses; the student assessment system and the course, in addition to the topics linked, for example, to the supervised internship, complementary projects and activities [48,49] that bring the activities of international organizations to the agenda, for which the training of competent professionals is one of the objectives of accounting education, in the context of professional organizations. Among these, the International Federation of Accountants (IFAC) through the International Accounting Education Standards Board, has acted with emphasis, aiming to create a standard reference in accounting education, with the new attributes that future accounting professionals need to develop, starting from the proposition of the American Institute of Certified Public Accountants [50], which are related to strategic and critical thinking, which propose the adoption of a perspective of global understanding, in view of the legal and tax implications in business, with a focus on clients and in marketing, with the ability to make use of technologies.



From the conceptual review carried out in this article, it appears that the curriculum content proposals for the training of accountants, from those presented by Association of International Certified—Professional Accountants—AICPA and International Federation of Accountants—IFAC and United Nations/United Nations Conference on Trade and Development/International Standards of Accounting and Reporting—UN/UNCTAD/ISAR form a set of curricular guidelines. In addition to these, the proposal of the Brazilian Accounting Foundation and the Federal Council of Accounting, to the legal text of Resolution CNE nº. 10/2004 of the MEC, constitute the so-called “drivers”, i.e., influencers, of the accountant’s training.



Society, likewise, with its particularities, together with the clients of accounting services, present themselves as drivers. The existing influences are part of the composition of the curriculum aimed at training the professional, along with others, that may occur. As a result of the conceptual and theoretical development, it is inferred that there is a set of organizations, which can interfere in the composition of the curricular contents intended to train accountants in Brazil, namely:




	(i)

	
the Higher Education Institution itself;




	(ii)

	
national curriculum guidelines;




	(iii)

	
contents present in the Sufficiency Exam of Federal Accounting Council;




	(iv)

	
regional specificities;




	(v)

	
suggestions from the faculty;




	(vi)

	
guidelines of United Nations/United Nations Conference on Trade and Development/International Standards of Accounting and Reporting;




	(vii)

	
proposal for a new curricular matrix, based on the Federal Accounting Council/Brazilian Foundation of Accounting.









As already mentioned, HEIs have the freedom to structure the curriculum content for accountant training. However, such freedom, from now on, is limited to the contents that make up the NSPE and the Sufficiency Exam itself, which is why both are placed as limitations and restrictions. A concern with these limitations involves the imbalance between external financial reporting, for the purpose of statutory and regulatory compliance with government agencies, and internal management accounting, for the purpose of providing managers and executives of a company with insights to make decisions. Today there is greater emphasis on external financial reporting relative to internal management accounting. This imbalance adversely affects organizations in terms of improving their performance to benefit their stakeholders.



This set of curricular guidelines, designed to support the training of future professionals in Brazil, including aspects related to ethics, management controls and citizenship orientation, is largely related to that contained in the International Education Standard 2 and issued by the IFAC [49]. In this way, students acquire knowledge, skills, values, ethics and professional attitude, with the ability to integrate such elements, using the professional accounting education program to develop their professional skills.



It is also necessary to note that the demands of the labor market in the accounting area, in the Brazilian scenario, have converged to a deeper look at the teaching of accounting [49] and this concern is justified by the nuances of the business field, considering the current economic situation in the world context. Among these changes, in the academic and corporate environment, the process of convergence to international accounting standards stands out, with the signing of Law no. 11,638/07—Brazilian Corporate Law and Law no. 11,941/09, concomitant with the technical pronouncements, issued by the Accounting Pronouncements Committee (CPC) as of 2008 [51].



It should also be noted that organizations, companies and users of accounting services are customers of accounting education, seeking to meet their needs based on the skills, abilities and attitudes of students trained by HEIs. Such action requires interaction between the education offered and the demands of the world of work, in order to minimize the problems of accounting education [52,53], in addition to considering that the work environment in which the professional is inserted, with its regional particularities, becomes a competitive differential for users of accounting information, for professionals and HEIs themselves. Taking into account the legal aspects that need to be met in the training of accountants and concomitant with the contributions already listed in this article, it is possible to identify a set of drivers that tend to influence the curricular structure of accounting courses in Brazil, in line with the objective proposed.



Based on the current curricular guidelines and other items of the MEC legislation, the HEIs have autonomy in the construction of the curricula of higher education courses [47,48]. In the same legal context, concomitant with the studies that highlight the main duties of the course coordinators, their performance, together with the collegiate of the course, includes the task of organizing the full curriculum of the course, after hearing the faculty [43]. Thus, they become the first curricular drivers of accounting science courses: the HEIs that offer the course, its coordinators and the respective collegiate of the course.



Instituted by Law no. 10,861/2004, the NSPE is a mandatory curricular component, whose test is applied to graduating students every three years. The sample is made up of academics who, by the month of July, have completed more than 80% of the minimum workload of their curriculum, or will stick to a degree by the end of July of the following year. The tests are applied by the National Institute of Educational Studies and Research Anísio Teixeira—INEP [54,55].



According to Ordinance no. 202/2012, the NSPE’s general objective is to evaluate the performance of students in relation to the syllabus provided for in the curricular guidelines, the skills and competences for permanent updating, of knowledge about the Brazilian and global reality and about other areas of knowledge [56]. Even if it is a mandatory curricular component, the individual result obtained by the student does not have the possibility of failing, but it contributes to the evaluation of the HEI and the respective course, without being linked to the Sufficiency Exam, applied by the Federal Council of Accounting [55].



The NSPE test takes as a reference a professional profile that includes scientific, technical, social, economic and financial issues; that has logical reasoning in the face of different scenarios; that manifests critical–analytical capacity and quantitative reasoning and has a systemic and holistic view. It must also be able to demonstrate critical–analytical capacity in relation to the activities of investigations, audits, expertise and financial, patrimonial and governmental quantifications [31].



In addition to these qualities, the future professional will be assessed on their ability to generate information for management processes for performance improvement, on the development of information systems, and on the understanding and ethical conduct in the professional practice, and even if they are not selected for the NSPE tests, they must perform the Sufficiency Exam, if they want to obtain the professional registration.



Under current Brazilian law, graduates who wish to access the category of accountant must provide, from the 8th semester of the course or after graduation, the tests that make up the Sufficiency Exam. Having completed his graduation and obtaining approval in the exam, he/she will be able to submit the professional registration with the respective Regional Accounting Council [57]. The Sufficiency Exam aims to ensure that the professional has minimum knowledge for entering the profession and, according to [56], the registration itself is not just an endorsement for the professional to perform his duties, but represents, above all, the protection of society from bad professionals, from people without training exercising their profession, from the risks that are involved in a lack of inspection and from many other factors that compromise the quality and trust of the services provided. The application of the Sufficiency Exam results from Law no. 12,249 [57], and the exam has become mandatory, and accountants could have professional registration only if they pass the exam, without exception. the Sufficiency Exam is of four hours’ duration and is composed of fifteen multiple-choice questions. The Federal Council of Accounting (FCA) is in charge of its preparation and it counts on the collaboration of academics, nominated by the FCA. The first test, in 2011, brought to the agenda the study and adaptation of the disciplines and content that make up the curricula, then offered, in light of the new requirements of the exam [51]. There was also a need to include the contents resulting from the changes that occurred in the harmonization of international accounting standards, the new Brazilian Corporate Law and the creation of the Accounting Pronouncements Committee.



The institution of the Sufficiency Exam, as a requirement for the registration of professionals, is configured as another way of safeguarding the market against the untrained, protecting society and customers who use accounting services, verifying if students, even those away from the labor market, hold the average knowledge necessary to exercise the profession, in line with the syllabus, made available during the accounting sciences course [37,58]. Therefore, it does not constitute proof of training, but aims to prove whether the training obtained by the future professional was sufficient to enter the profession. However, given the nature of the course and its guidelines, aspects questioned by [59], for whom the contents are present in the Sufficiency Exam, as well as the level of approvals, given the requirement of 50% of correct answers, do not allow for acting as accountant or financial advisor.



In addition to the NSPE and Sufficiency Exam tests, the contemporary literature allows us to identify other possible drivers. One of these comes from the Brazilian Accounting Foundation [60] in the form of a national content proposal for undergraduate courses in accounting sciences, together with the Federal Accounting Council (FAC). The objective of this joint proposal from the FBC and the CFC is to create a new curricular matrix, with the contribution of professors and directors of accounting courses, from HEIs all over Brazil, aimed at HEIs that offer the accounting sciences course [60]. In addition to the FAC/BAC proposal, others are identified, including those from international organizations.



Other international organizations, such as IASB and IFAC, have presented suggestions for the regulation and harmonization of higher education in accounting, through a joint proposal for a global curriculum model, suggested as a benchmark for accounting professionals [61], aiming to standardize the qualification of accountants in all countries.



In order to reduce the disparity in accounting education in the world, the UN/UNCTAD/ISAR presented a curriculum suggestion so that the higher courses in accounting sciences can support their curriculum, so that the graduates in accounting sciences receive training in that the knowledge necessary for the profession be similar, regardless of country [61,62]. In the text, UN/UNCTAD/ISAR presented a study plan model, published by TD/B/COM.2/ISAR/6 in 1999 and revised in 2003 [63] through the document Revised Model Accounting Curriculum, by means of a detailed description of the contents of each of the knowledge blocks.



Even though the processes of globalization are challenged cultural identity and expression in a number of ways, national accounting systems are strongly influenced by local culture. Actually, as recognized by [64], “different values of cultures preventing unified accounting practices globally are perceived to have influenced accounting values nationally and internationally”. In this context, a unified exam appears as a utopic idea. Nevertheless, those who are able to take an active part in global cultural exchange often experience culture as a process rather than as a product and, in that sense, maybe we can talk about a tendency for unification regarding “accounting professionalism” [64].




4.2. Coordinators’ Perceptions


Supported by three premises and one more question directly linked to the starting question, the systematization of the answers obtained allowed for visualizing the perceptions of the coordinators of the higher courses in accounting sciences in Brazil, in relation to the objective of the study, which aims to identify which organisms, and respective participation, influence the construction of curricular content designed to train accountants in the country.



As for the first premise (P1), the coordinators agree that the knowledge provided by the university is, at the moment, the main pillar of the training of future accountants, since it allows them to build the profile of the ideal professional type, in addition to developing the skills necessary for the exercise of the profession. In this regard, the level of agreement, between partially and totally, is over 90%.



Regarding the second premise (P2), most coordinators agree that HEIs, when graduating students with scientific knowledge at a higher level, are often instrumentalized by professional orders, which use them to legitimize their own existence, to the detriment of preparation of future professionals.



With regard to what is contained in the third premise (P3), there was also agreement on the part of the coordinators, in the majority, that the curriculum adopted in the HEI of performance, from the implementation of the Sufficiency Examination, in 2010, required adjustments and significant adaptations in the subjects whose contents are contemplated in that exam. Although the item of total agreement is not the predominant one in the set of responses obtained, the partial agreement confirmed that even if not so significant, changes have occurred, to a lesser or greater extent, in a good part of the accounting sciences courses in operation in the country. This aspect allows us to infer, from now on, the importance of one of the influencing factors in the construction of curricula.



In the last question presented to the coordinators and which is directly linked to the starting question, they were motivated to inform about the influence exerted by seven different organizations, in relation to the structuring of the current curriculum of the course. In the table below, the responses of the coordinators indicate the preponderance, individually, of the indicators and their participation in the composition of the curriculum content intended to train accountants in Brazil.



Table 1, below, shows the indicators of influence and respective percentages of participation in the construction of the content intended to train accountants in Brazil.



Regarding participation in the composition of curricular content, in order of importance, it is observed, according to Table 1, that the content included by the HEI itself has a percentage of 14.70%. However, when adding the suggestions of the faculty, it results in 32.5%, that is, the internal influences have considerable importance in relation to the whole.



On the other hand, a percentage of 14.8% coming from the contents present in the Sufficiency Examination brings indications that external aspects promote adjustments in the contents present in the curricula, in line with the answers obtained in the third premise (P3).



Another important piece of information that can be identified in Table 1 is the sum of the percentages corresponding to the indicators that reflect the influence of associations, professional councils and orders, in their various forms (Federal Accounting Council, United Nations/United Nations Conference on Trade and Development/International Standards of Accounting and Reporting and contents of the Sufficiency Exam), which corresponds to 36.6% of the total. Thus, the three pillars of professional training already mentioned in the study: (i) Higher Education Institutions, (ii) State and (iii) Professional orders, have, through their representative bodies, effective influences in the process that leads an academic to the title of professional.



It is worth mentioning that although there is no legal aspect that can guarantee the influence of regional particularities, this indicator has been proved to be relevant, given the differences existing in the various macro-regions of the country, the dimensions of which have already been mentioned in this article. Since the study data were treated statistically and are within the margin of error as mentioned by [48], this allows for drawing conclusions about the information obtained, in addition to responding to the main premise of the study.





5. Conclusions


The accounting labour market in Brazil has been undergoing several structural changes, being influenced by factors such as advances and changes in information technology, regulatory bodies, organizations and globalization [65]. In such a context, accounting is required to go more and more international harmonization. According to [66], international organizations of accounting, such as the IFAC, the ISAR and the IASB, are pressuring accounting professionals of different countries to develop similar competencies. Indeed, as the authors stated, “it is understandable that the how strong the similarity between the global international curriculum and the local individual curriculum more strong will be the evidence of the harmonization of the accounting education of this country” [66].



This paper investigates factors affecting the HEI’s autonomy regarding the curricula of accounting graduation courses. Although there have been many similar investigations in other countries, to the best of our knowledge, we are the first to explore the perception of the coordinators of accounting graduation courses related to this issue in Brazil.



This study demonstrates that the university is perceived as the main pillar of the training of future accountants, since it develops the necessary skills for professional practice, an aspect that is related to what was proposed by [13,20]. However, coordinators of accounting graduation courses find that Brazilian HEIs are instrumentalized by professional orders, aiming to legitimize their own existence, in line with the propositions of [14,32]. Moreover, our respondents recognized that the curricula of the courses they coordinate underwent significant adjustments due to the subjects covered in the Sufficiency Exam in 2010. Therefore, Brazilian HEIs lost autonomy in defining the curricula of higher accounting courses. In line with [16], we conclude that HEIs should take care not to abdicate their responsibilities for the setting of syllabi or course content to professional bodies.



This paper contributes to the literature because it brings knowledge of accounting education in Brazil to non-Brazilian readers, and provides findings that will help HEIs rethink the way they manage their autonomy concerning the curricula’s definition. Moreover, as stated by [67], the Brazilian experience is important to a broader international audience because “despite the growing economic and political prominence, little has been published in English language scholarly journals about the accounting profession in Brazil and its educational requirements”. It is worth mentioning that the questionnaire applied to the respondents was built exclusively for this investigation, which is a limitation of the study. Moreover, data were collected six years ago. Even though the phenomenon under study is stable, the outdated data limit the interpretation of the results and their utility for practical purposes. In future, validated scales should be used, so the measure of the constructs is more feasible. Moreover, as the literature describes accounting professionals as negatively stereotyped in relation to creativity, dedication to study, teamwork, communication, leadership, propensity for risk and ethics [68], it would be of great interest to investigate the most recent changes in the curricula of accounting graduation courses that develop new competences in these fields. Simultaneously, considering that the current business environment is characterized by regular and substantial transformation and technological advances are accelerating globalization, it would be interesting to understand how local, national and international cultures influence essential hard and soft professional skills required of accountants in each society.
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Figure 1. Research framework. 
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Table 1. Indicators of influence on the construction of curricula.
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	Indicators
	(%)





	Included by Higher Education Institutions
	14.70



	National curriculum guidelines
	17.50



	Federal Accounting Council
	12.80



	Contents of Sufficiency Exam
	14.80



	Suggested by teachers
	17.80



	United Nations/United Nations Conference on Trade and Development/International Standards of Accounting and Reporting
	9.00



	Regional features
	13.40



	Total
	100.00
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