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WOMEN IN THE PROFESSION 

A Changing Profile 

 

Niamh Brennan 

 

At the 1984 Annual Dinner of the Leinster Society of Chartered Accountants, Mr. R. Hickok, 

Chairman of the "Future Issues" committee of the American Institute of Certified Public 

Accountants (AICPA), outlined 14 issues facing the accounting profession in the US
1
. One of 

these issues was that "the upward mobility of women in public accounting needs to be 

strengthened. There is a high probability that women will constitute more than half of the 

accountancy profession within two decades ...” Is this comment likely to be valid in relation 

to the Institute of Chartered Accountants in Ireland (lCAI)? 

 

MEMBERSHIP PROFILE 

 

Table 1 shows the breakdown of membership of the ICAI at 31 July, 1984. Female members 

now make up 4.5% of the total membership. This compares with 6.1% for the English 

Institute. Only 13% of female members are fellows of the Institute, but this is to be expected 

since, as Figure 1 shows, over 70% of female members have qualified in the last five years. 

This high proportion of recently qualified female members explains why 56% (as compared 

to 22% for males) of female chartered accountants (CAs) are working in professional offices. 

Most of these women will, more than likely, move on from their training offices. 

 

   

 Table 1 Analysis of Membership of the ICAI at 31 July 1984  

         

  Male % Female % Total %  

 Fellows  2,458 53 28 13 2,486 51  

 Associates 2,201   47 193   87 2,394   49  

  4,659 100 221 100 4,880 100  

         

 In Practice 1,460 31 24 11 1,484 30  

 Not in Practice:        

 In professional office 1,024 22 124 56 1,148 24  

 In industry, commerce 2,136 46 63 28.5 2,199 45  

 Not Working     39     1  10   4.5     49     1  

  4,659 100 221 100 4,880 100  

         

 

A low percentage of women compared to men work in industry or commerce. The biggest 

group in this category (19 of the 63) work as financial accountants. A recent survey of 

women in chartered accountancy in Victoria, Australia
2
 found a high proportion of female 

accountants engaged in accounting duties, including the preparation of books, ledgers and 

final accounts. The report concludes that these functions can be viewed as an extension of the 

traditionally female book-keeping role, and that, though more women have obtained a formal 

accounting qualification, a disproportionate number still remain in this area of work. 



 

Other large groups of women working the industry/commerce category are those in financial 

institutions (9) and those lecturing (8). No women members are presently included in some 

classification headings, e.g. chairman, board member, managing director, director: 

production, sales or marketing, company secretary. 

 

11% of women members are in practice compared to 31% of men. 15 of these 24 women are 

sole practitioners. Of the 8 that are partners in practice only 2 are in a large office and the rest 

are in two or three partner practices. One woman is a consultant to a small practice and is 

included as being in practice. The high percentage of nonworking women accountants arises 

because some women have taken time off to raise families. 

 

GROWTH RATES 

 

Table II shows the phenomenal rate of increase of female members of the Institute.  

 

   

 Table II  

 Membership Growth Rates 1974/84  

   

  1974 1984 Growth 

Rate 

 

 Male 2,829 4,659 65%  

 Female     32   221 590%  

 Total 2,861 4,880 71%  

      

 

An analysis of female members according to date of qualification (Fig.l) shows that the 

number of women qualifying started to increase in the 1970s and that the rate of increase has 

been particularly rapid since 1979. Since our female members are so young, the issue of the 

upward mobility of women in accountancy, highlighted by the AIPCA "Future Issues" 

Committee, has yet to surface in this country. 
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Figure 1 

Analysis of Female Member of the ICAI at 31 July 1984, by year of qualification 
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LOOKING TO THE FUTURE 

 

The proportion of female CAs will continue to increase rapidly. Already one of the larger 

practising offices in the country is boasting a 50% female intake of trainee accountants this 

year. 

 

It is inevitable that more female members will take up senior positions in the profession by 

virtue of increasing numbers. However, female accountants will not take up the same 

proportion of senior positions for their numbers as will their male counterparts. 

 

The survey in Victoria, Australia
3
 listed a number of factors inhibiting the career paths of 

women CAs. 34% of women surveyed felt that conflict with family commitments inhibited 

their progress, and that this was aggravated by the employer's perception that this was a 

greater problem than it actually is. Other factors seen as inhibiting progress were 

"conservatism in the profession" (36%), “lack of career mindedness" (15%) and "client 

resistance" (8%). It is interesting to note that, in the report, 24% of partners surveyed felt that 

"client resistance" was the most inhibitory factor in women's career progress. 

 

On the positive side, 13% of the women surveyed felt that there were no factors operating 

against women in the profession and some of these women found that “being female” was an 

advantage. 

 

The issues posed by increased female participation in the profession are: 

• Whether public and client perception has been adequately alerted and prepared for 

increasing female participation in the profession. 

• Whether the professional establishment view increasing female participation as a 

problem, a phenomenon or an opportunity. 

• Whether female participation is inhibited more by client perception and established 

attitudes than by ability and the attitude and expectations of female members. 

 

As far as the need to strengthen the upward mobility of women is concerned, my own view is 

that the profession offers all its members opportunities to advance their careers but that many 

women do not have the same degree of ambition and drive as their male colleagues to rise to 

senior positions in the profession. 

 

1. R. Hickock. Paper presented to the Leinster Society of Chartered Accountants, 18 April 

1983.  

 

2. R. Pitt. Report of the Equal Opportunities Board. The Chartered Accountant in Australia, 

February 1984. Pp. 22-27. 

 

3. Ibid. 


