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Executive Summary

Regional areas in Australia face a significant shortage of accounting talent, which is
disrupting business operations. This whitepaper explores some of the root causes
attributing to this talent shortage, the impact felt by regional Accounting businesses,
and actionable solutions, including migration pathways, upskilling, and technology
adoption.

Key insights were drawn from Pendragon Management's recent roundtable with
Chartered Accountants Australia and New Zealand (CA ANZ) in Bendigo, Victoria,

where leading firms, including AFS, RSD Audit, and Bentleys, shared their
experiences.

The Accounting Industry’s
Talent Shortage Landscape

Regional Australian businesses rely on accountants for essential functions
like compliance, financial management, and strategic planning. However, a
declining supply of qualified professionals makes it increasingly difficult to
meet workforce needs.

Several factors drive the shortage of accounting talent in regional areas:

Declining Student Enrollments:

National enrollment in accounting courses has more than halved (university
data revealed that since 2018, enrollments have decreased from 57,410 to
29,264 in 2021). This has compounded the shortage of new talent entering the
field. Regional areas are disproportionately affected, often facing additional
barriers to attracting accounting professionals.

Demographic Shifts:

An aging workforce and fewer new graduates entering

the profession have created a widening talent gap. 29.9% 29.9%
of accountants in regional areas are aged 50 or older.

Regional vs. Metropolitan Disparities:

While metropolitan areas draw the majority of accounting graduates,
regional businesses struggle to compete due to location, limited resources,
and fewer professional networks. As a result, regional firms have to work
harder to fill vacancies, often requiring more time and investment in
recruitment efforts.



https://www.afsbendigo.com.au/
https://rsdaudit.com.au/
https://www.bentleys.com.au/
https://www.anzrsai.org/assets/Uploads/PublicationChapter/AJRS-23.1-pages-120-to-149.pdf
https://www.anzrsai.org/assets/Uploads/PublicationChapter/AJRS-23.1-pages-120-to-149.pdf

Impact on
Business
Operations

Shortage
Root Causes

While several external factors (such as
demographic shifts and declining
student enrollments) are influencing the
talent shortage in the accounting
profession, there are also more specific
root causes that were discussed in our
roundtable discussion that directly
shape the profession’s ability to attract
and retain talent.

The shortage of qualified
accountants in regional areas
has tangible consequences for
businesses. Unfilled roles lead
to project delays, higher
operational costs, and reduced
competitiveness. Without
adequate financial expertise,
regional businesses may find it
difficult to adapt to market
demands, making it harder for Accounting roles are increasingly seen
them to grow. as less attractive than other careers,
particularly among younger generations
who may be more drawn to fields with
perceived innovation and greater
flexibility.

Changing Perceptions

Educational Curriculum Limitations

Current accounting programs,
particularly tertiary-level education,
do not always meet the industry's
evolving standards. As a result, many
students are not motivated to pursue
a career in Accounting as they often
lack an understanding of how the role
incorporates technology and strategic
thinking skills.

“High school curriculums haven't kept
up with the industry changes. For
example, theyre still teaching the
same material they were teaching 20
years ago, which doesn't align with the
significant evolution in accounting
roles.”

Technological Disruption

Automation and artificial intelligence (Al) are gradually transforming traditional
accounting functions. However, there's still a need to integrate these technologies
better and adjust graduate roles to focus on higher-level tasks, making it a more
attractive career option.

Regional Attractiveness

Regional accounting roles are often perceived as less dynamic and more isolated
compared to metropolitan opportunities. As a result, regional businesses need to
work harder at sourcing accounting professionals who may prefer the perceived
advantages of city-based positions.



Recruitment Strategies

All participants cited recruitment as being a challenge for them. Although they can
generally secure graduates, it's the more experienced accounting roles that they
really have difficulties sourcing. Many have opted to invest more in individuals newer
to the industry and wrapping professional development around these teams. Others
have explored overseas workers to fill their gap with much success.

In response to the accounting profession's talent shortage, industry leaders who
attended the roundtable event discussed several innovative strategies to attract and
retain skilled professionals. These approaches aim to enhance the appeal of
accounting careers, particularly in regional areas.

Innovation via Educations

Alternative Degree
Pathways

The industry is encouraging
flexible education models,
such as simplified
qualifications, acting as
stepping stones to advanced
degrees. For example, CA
ANZ is developing a Flexible
Pathways Program to
support those who cannot
afford university or need to
work while studying. This
program provides
foundational learning,
followed by bridging studies,
leading to full CA
qualification.

High School and
University Engagement

Participating in outreach
programs that expose
students early to
accounting careers can
cultivate interest and build
a pipeline of future
professionals. One firm
highlighted its relationship
with Monash University
and how joint initiatives
have been successful for
them in demystifying the
profession and highlight
what this career pathway
has to offer.

Professional Body
Collaboration

Partnering with
professional
associations like CA
ANZ can play a crucial
role in supporting
regional accounting
firms. Through
targeted initiatives,
they can offer
resources, training, and
networking
opportunities that
make regional
positions more
attractive.

“Despite receiving 153 applications for our graduate program, only nine came from Bendigo,
and just two of those were local students. The remainder were international applicants.”

This figure underscores the scarcity of local talent and the growing dependence on

international candidates.



Innovation via
Migration and
Workforce Expansion

International Recruitment:

Leveraging migration expertise enables
firms to fill critical skill gaps with
overseas talent. This strategy addresses
immediate staffing needs and brings
diverse perspectives to the workplace.

Visa Policy Advocacy

Advocating for streamlined policies that
attract and retain international talent is
crucial.  Simplifying  skilled  visa
processes and recognising foreign
qualifications can make it easier for
skilled professionals to contribute to
the Australian accounting sector.

Cultural and Operational
Integration

Helping international recruits adjust to
the business and local work culture is
key. A good onboarding program can
teach them how the business runs and
what's expected in their role. At the
same time, in person team-building
activities and support with
understanding workplace customs can
help everyone work well together.

Skill Transferability

Highlighting how overseas talent can
adapt quickly to Australian standards is
essential. Emphasising the value of
diverse experiences and perspectives
can enhance the value of regional
accounting firms.

Widening
The Talent

Pool
fe—

“We needed someone quite
specific, an intermediate
senior auditor, and we
were a bit of a bind as
there wasn't anyone locally.
We found a candidate in Fiji
who was perfect for the
experience we needed, and
they worked out great.”

By implementing these
strategies, the accounting
profession can address current
challenges and build a
sustainable, diverse, and skilled
workforce for the future.




Retention & Development

During the roundtable, participants put a lot of emphasis on the importance of
cultivating a workplace culture that not only attracts top talent but also retains and
engages them long-term. Many of the firms that attended the session had great
retention rates. Here's what was discussed:

Flexible Working Arrangements:

It's clear that flexibility is key to attracting a wider talent pool. Hybrid or remote work
options were mentioned as strong incentives, especially as we are seeing many of
the larger metropolitan firms head back to the office 100%. Being open to these
options can make your business more appealing to candidates, particularly those in
regional areas. Although this is a great attraction level, the group was mindful that
this is not the ideal solution for grad-level teams that need more mentoring and
support.

Diversity and Inclusion

Creating inclusive environments was highlighted as a major driver of innovation and
employee commitment. In fact, most of the firms that attended ensure they have all
employees listed on their websites to emphasise the team's diversity. This has been
well received by overseas workers looking to move and work in Australia.

Professional Development:

There was a strong consensus around

“Many accountants tend to
move to Industry positions
a few years into their
careers for the increased
salaries that they offer
younger talent. However,
working in Industry, career
progression can be limited,
and you get capped at the
same level and need to
wait for someone to move
on. Accounting firms with
larger teams can offer
greater opportunities for
career progression, and
pay rates are more on par
for those senior roles. “

the need for tailored upskilling
opportunities for grad-level employees.
Additionally, as technology continues to
evolve, offering employees the chance
to develop new skills in emerging areas,
like Al and automation, is crucial.

Career Progression Opportunities:

Another point that came up was the
importance of having clear career
progression pathways. Employees want
to know there’s room for growth, so
offering transparent opportunities for
advancement  helps keep them
motivated and loyal to the organisation.



The Future of the
Accounting Profession

The accounting industry is at a crossroads where technological advancements and
shifting workforce dynamics create challenges and opportunities. These changes are
particularly significant for regional businesses that already face talent shortages.
Integrating migration and global talent strategies into these transformations is
critical for building a sustainable and future-ready workforce.

Automation and Evolving Skill Requirements

Routine accounting tasks, such as data entry, reconciliations, and report generation,
are increasingly being automated. While this reduces the time spent on manual work,
it also demands a shift in focus. Accountants in regional areas can now dedicate
more effort to impactful activities like data analysis, business advisory, and financial
forecasting. This evolution enhances efficiency and increases the profession’s
relevance to businesses adapting to digital trends.

“Firms are leveraging Al and automation to streamline repetitive tasks, like

processing statements, but accountants are still crucial for oversight due to
ever-changing tax laws and the need for judgment in complex scenarios."

However, technical proficiency alone is not enough—strong interpersonal skills, such
as communication and relationship building, are also essential for thriving in
accounting advisory roles. This dual focus on technical and human-centric skills
ensures that accountants remain competitive and adaptable in a rapidly changing
environment.

Evolving the scope of entry-level roles:

Advancements in technology have created a demand for new skills, such as data
science tasks. By embracing these emerging capabilities, businesses can position
themselves as forward-thinking workplaces and expand the scope of entry-level
roles—ultimately improving job satisfaction and retention.

“Graduates today aren't as interested in traditional data entry roles. However, if
technology allows them to focus on analysing data or strategic tasks, the
profession becomes far more appealing.”




Recommendations

Short Term Strategies

e Consider incentives, such as housing

assistance, relocation packages and local
lifestyle benefits to engage experienced
accountants to regional areas.

Utilise migration programs and visa
solutions to bring the best global talent
to your business and simplify the
onboarding and compliance processes.
Make the attractiveness of regional roles
robust through the development of
support systems such as mentorship
programs, career advancement pathways
and continuous professional development
opportunities.

Long Term Strategies

Advocate for educational curriculum
reforms aligned with industry changes,
including technology training and global
standards.

Build partnerships between businesses
and educational institutions to create
tailored training programs.

Invest in advanced technology to
automate routine tasks and attract tech-
savvy professionals.

Develop professional development
frameworks focused on leadership, cross-
functional skills, and cultural competence.
Execute employer branding strategies to
showcase regional businesses as
innovative and community-focused
workplaces.

"To address the skills gap
quickly, firms and
individuals can explore
pathways like the direct
entry for skilled
international workers.

This allows firms to bring
in talent without requiring
sponsorship."

“Building stronger
partnerships with high
schools and modernising
accounting curriculums is
essential.

For example, high schools
need to showcase how
technology and analytics
are transforming
accounting into a forward-
thinking career choice."




Closing
Comments

Due to a talent shortage challenge in the
accounting industry, the challenge
extends to regional businesses and
economies.

However, proactive strategies focused on
offering migration solutions, educational
reforms, and workplace modifications
can offset these challenges.

Pendragon’s objective of facilitating this
roundtable was to promote discussion,
gain consensus and assist in the call to
action for policymakers, businesses, and
educators to join hands and secure the
future of the accounting profession. We
at Pendragon will play our role in
continuing to actively promote the
discussion and educate in the
augmentation of talent from overseas as
one lever that meets the challenges,
particularly for regional businesses.

"Retention challenges and workforce
sustainability require a holistic
approach—leveraging education,
technology, and collaboration across
sectors to address regional talent

gaps."
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