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ACCA developed this report in collaboration 

with strategic research and consulting 

group, Lighthouse Global, to help gauge 

the extent to which employers of finance 

professionals are adopting technology-

enabled learning and assessment and the 

key drivers for this.

According to our research, e-learning and 

assessment within finance development is 

already widely accepted and this will only 

accelerate as barriers to access around the 

world are overcome.

The report helps dispel some common myths 

around technology-enabled development. 

Chief among these is that e-learning and 

assessment solutions lack sophistication 

and rigour. The types of learning experience 

experts describe in our report demonstrate 

the richness and complexity that technology 

can add to development.

From connecting virtual global teams 

through collaborative learning to simulating 

real-life situations with which professionals 

are faced, our interviewees’ message is 

clear: organisations are embracing these 

technological advances because they can 

create a better learning experience as well 

as more challenging and realistic tests of 

skills and competence and because they fit 

with the preferences and expectations of 

the 21st century finance professional.

Clare Minchington

Executive director – learning and products 

ACCA
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About this report

This report explores the world of the accountant as an 
e-professional, focusing on three areas:

• how online approaches to learning and assessment are 
affecting professional development at an individual level

• the impact these learning technologies are having on 
employers of finance professionals 

• what the future of online learning and assessment may 
look like.

The report was developed by ACCA in collaboration with the 
strategic research and consulting group Lighthouse Global 
(www.lighthouseglobal.eu.com). The content was created 
from a combination of primary and secondary data sources, 
and a series of conversations with the following training and 
development experts from across the world:

“At A trAinee level, there is A demAnd for digitAl 
leArning.”

GREG OWENS, DIRECTOR OF TECHNICAL TRAINING AND STUDENT 
QUALIFICATION, BDO

“the wAy professionAls live And leArn hAs 
chAnged. we Are experiencing the shift to A 
generAtion who hAve AlwAys known the net. 
e-leArning recognises this shift, And thAt 
professionAls Are not As lineAr As they once 
were. they don’t stArt At A And end up At Z; they 
leArn in A much less structured wAy.”

DAMIAN DAY, HEAD OF EDUCATION AND REGISTRATION POLICY, THE 
GENERAL PHARMACEUTICAL COUNCIL

• May Chan, learning designer, Standard Chartered Bank

• Damian Day, head of education and registration policy, the 
General Pharmaceutical Council 

• Laura Overton, managing director, Towards Maturity

• Greg Owens, director of technical training and student 
qualification, BDO

• Richard Pollard, global development leader, PwC

• Martin Ripley, CEO, World Class Arena 

• Jim Robertson, VP, tax, Eastern hemisphere and global tax 
practices, Shell

• Martin Taylor, CEO, BPP Business Schools

• Kristin Watson, director, national exam training team, 
Ernst & Young.

“e-leArning is very much the norm todAy. But 
cAn we use technology Better? cAn we tAke it 
further? cAn we Be more exciting with it? the 
Answer to those questions is yes.”

RICHARD POLLARD, GLOBAL DEVELOPMENT LEADER, PwC
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TeChnology’s role in knowledge AppliCATion

While the panellists did not draw a distinction between 
learning and assessment, they did discuss the need to 
address both knowledge acquisition and knowledge 
application within their organisations. The panellists 
acknowledge that application is harder to teach 
irrespective of the learning medium. Owens explains: ‘Over 
recent years the professional has witnessed a tendency 
towards breadth rather than depth of knowledge. There 
has to be a way professionals can get that initial 
knowledge and then apply it to a real client experience. We 
need to support that learning process via training, online 
media and ongoing support. It’s how you make it all real 
that’s the hardest bit.’

The view that technology has no part in knowledge 
application is changing. Organisations are now making 
their learning and assessment real and applicable to client 
scenarios. The most important shift in mindset has been 
the recognition that learning can no longer be standalone 
and that learning programmes should be geared to and 
integrated with immediate, real-life application whenever 
possible. 

Exhibit 4 illustrates in more detail the premise on which 
learning programmes should be developed to engender 
more effective application. The online learning continuum 
grades the effectiveness of learning approaches, with 
‘doing’ the most effective and ‘reading’ the least effective 
means by which to recall knowledge. 

This educational theory translates very straightforwardly to 
a number of practical examples. For example, the most 
sophisticated e-learning approaches offer simulation, 
gamification and collaboration which aim to mirror as 
closely as possible in the learning environment what 
students would do in a real-life situation. One example of 
this is The CAVE, a purpose-built, technology-enabled 
study initiative at Keele University’s School of Pharmacy 
(see Case Study 1). 

These examples – simulation, gamification and 
collaboration – are among the most effective because they 
align learning and assessment with how professionals are 
expected to carry out their work. These learning methods 
facilitate application as well as acquisition of knowledge 
because, as learners take on an active role in learning, 
assessment becomes much more embedded in the 
learning processes and feedback can be given in real time. 

exhibit 4: The online learning continuum

Source: Nick van dam, ‘Trends in learning: Formeel, Informeel en Sociaal learning’, presentation, April 2010.
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blended leArning: The 70/20/10 ApproACh in 
prACTiCe

The panellists agree that firms should bring together the 
different elements featured in the online learning 
continuum (see Exhibit 4) to provide their learners with a 
sophisticated, blended learning programme. At PwC, a 
blended learning approach combines conventional 
e-learning modules with on-the-job and classroom 
training. ‘These three techniques,’ says Pollard, ‘are 
designed to be complementary. If you immediately follow 
e-learning with practical, on-the-job experience, 
supplemented by classroom learning involving interaction 
with a tutor and peers, it can help to reinforce the 
learning.’

The notion that different learning methodologies help to 
reinforce each other is underpinned by a concept 
commonly referred to as the 70/20/10 approach. As 
Exhibit 5 illustrates, in this model the majority of learning 
occurs on demand and on the job with only 10% of 
learning taking place off the job and at a scheduled time. 

The approach recognises that today’s digital natives are 
not as linear as students once were. As damian day, head 
of education and quality assurance at the general 
Pharmaceutical Council, says: ‘They don’t start at A and 
end up at Z; they learn in a much less structured way.’ 

Whereas previously time spent in formal learning was used 
for compliance-type training, and was thus the natural 
place for technology-enhanced learning to sit, technology 
is now increasingly finding a place within social and 
informal learning. devices like smartphones and tablet 
computers along with online tools such as wikis, blogs and 
social networks are driving the charge towards 
technology’s enhanced role within informal learning. 

Pollard explains how multiple learning mechanisms are 
used for skill building at PwC: ‘We have a programme 
which starts with a video message setting an employee a 
task. This is followed by two months in a virtual classroom, 
then research projects to do on their own. For this, they 
receive some formal e-learning, coaching via social 
networking platforms and a face-to-face simulated interview.’

exhibit 5: Creating a programme for non-linear learning
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Source: Nick van dam, op. cit.

The advantages of training employees in an e-enabled 
learning environment reported are:

1 Flexibility
Seen as the greatest benefit, this relates to the location, 
timing and implementation of training and assessment. 

2 Sophistication
Online learning and assessment technologies provide more 
sophisticated ways for learners to interact with content.

3 Innovation
Technological advances such as mobile devices, tablet 
computers, simulation and gaming technology are 
capturing the imagination of development experts and 
leading to new and creative modes of learning and 
assessment.

4 Value for money
When executed the right way, learning technologies can 
make considerable contributions to an organisation’s 
bottom line. Towards Maturity, an organisation that works 
with employers to implement and benchmark e-learning 
capability, has found that organisations that have 
implemented learning technologies are reporting an average 
cost saving of 18%. Those organisations using more 
mature learning technologies are also reporting a 20% 
improvement in time to competency.

The benefits The future

For the full report: www.accaglobal.com/eprofessional

The first half of this decade is likely to be a watershed 
moment when the relevance, penetration and sophistication 
of learning technology grows exponentially. According to the 
latest CIPD International Learning and Talent Development 
Survey, the number of organisations that deliver at least 
50% of their training time by e-learning is set to more than 
double over the course of 2012. The evidence of shifting 
momentum is even greater in emerging markets: in India, 
for example, 52% of organisations will have trainees 
spending at least 25% of their training time online.

Given what may be possible with technology over the next 
five years, the growth areas that our experts told us are 
likely to have the most influence are:

• mobile devices: devices such as the Blackberry, iPhone 
and tablet computers are revolutionising the delivery of 
learning 

• social networking: peer-to-peer networks are creating an 
environment in which the traditional hierarchy of tutor 
and student is being broken down

• gamification: organisations will be increasingly exploring 
ways in which serious gaming technology can simulate 
the real-life scenarios finance professionals encounter. 
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learning technologies are already playing a vital role in the 
delivery of learning and assessment for finance 
professionals, being at the forefront of the panellists’ 
minds when they consider how to meet their future talent 
needs. This trend is heading in one direction only: the first 
half of this decade is therefore likely to be a watershed 
moment when the relevance, penetration and 
sophistication of learning technology grow exponentially. 

Although usage levels are already significant, 2012 could 
be the year when a widespread shift in favour of learning 
technology takes place. Exhibit 7 shows this anticipated 
shift in action. The number of organisations that deliver at 
least 50% of their training time by e-learning is set to 
more than double over the course of a year. Almost half 
(46%) of organisations will have employees spending at 
least 25% of their training time online. This is up from just 
over a quarter (26%) in 2011. The evidence of shifting 
momentum is even greater in emerging markets; in India, 
for example, a majority of organisations (52%) will have 
trainees spending at least 25% of their training time 
online. 

learning technologies are gaining significant traction 
among finance professionals, and online training time will 
continue to rise. As day says: ‘Once people have learned in 
an e-environment and realised that it is not a scary thing, 
they will do it again. This lays the ground for flexible 
common professional development to a much greater 
extent than we have yet seen.’ Comfort levels with new 
technology have rapidly increased, and this is helping to 
accelerate the shift to far greater penetration of technology 
in learning and assessment. 

That said, the panellists are keen to point out that 
technology will always form part of a blended learning 
approach, and that there are certain elements of learning 
and assessment that are more straightforward to translate 
into technology-enabled formats than others. Owens 
recognises that the ability to discuss issues in confidence 
with peers is important for professionals: ‘Scepticism and 
judgment will always require an element of people-to-
people interaction on a workshop or course.’ Although 
scepticism and judgement are difficult to teach in any 
media, whether in the classroom or online, as online tools 
such as virtual classrooms, webinars and Skype become 
more sophisticated, there may be a greater role for 
technology in delivering these skills in the future. 

. 

what does the future look like for the e-professional?

exhibit 7: Time spent learning online is set to increase
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CIPd, 2011.
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exhibit 8 The fastest future growth areas 
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Within learning and assessment, technology is becoming a 
real game-changer. the panellists agree that in the future 
they will be looking to technology to replicate real-life 
scenarios during learning and assessment and to facilitate 
more informal dialogue between professionals and their 
peers. The greatest areas for growth are expected to be in 
the use of social media and new technological tools that 
help to embed learning into workflow such as specially 
designed web widgets and mobile apps.

Exhibit 8 reveals that the panellists’ views are shared by 
the wider learning and development community. The 
number of organisations using third-party social 
networking sites such as Facebook as part of their learning 
and development offering is anticipated to grow from one 
in 10 currently to just over seven in 10 in 12 months’ time. 
Similarly the use of Twitter is set to rise four-fold during the 
course of 2012. 



Now, more than ever, organisations cannot remain static 
when building an effective work and learning environment 
for finance professionals. 

The adoption of learning technologies is being driven by:

• the increasing burden of regulation and compliance

• the expectations of the digital native generation, who 
expect to undertake training and learning via technology

• globalisation and the need for global consistency

• a drive towards greater productivity and efficiency in the 
workplace.

Four praCtICal reCoMMendatIonS For 
eMployerS

1 technology is a means to an end, not an end in itself
Flashy technology can blind organisations into thinking that 
it is technology alone that is driving change in learning and 
assessment. Technology is a facilitator for change rather 
than a silver bullet.

2 learning technologies should be part of a wider, 
integrated approach to learning and assessment
When putting e-learning content together it is important 
to think about how it will fit into a blended programme of 
learning.

3 Invest sufficient time and resource on planning and 
design
Converting existing materials into online learning requires a 
new approach. There is a danger that, if organisations roll 
out learning technologies in the wrong way they may turn 
employees off them in the future.

4 technology must be user-friendly and intuitive to use
To get engagement at any level, technology has to be simple 
and attractive to use. Capitalise on the technologies that 
people are already using in a non-learning context.

The driving forces of 
talent strategies

“you hAve to invest time in 
producing A quAlity product, 
otherwise noBody will use it.”

JIM ROBERTSON, VP, TAX, EASTERN HEMISPHERE 
AND GLOBAL TAX PRACTICES, SHELL

“the reAlity is, if your technology 
And your strAtegy don’t fit 
together As An educAtionAl 
experience, no leArning 
progrAmme is going to work for 
the leArner.”

MARTIN TAYLOR, CEO, BPP BUSINESS SCHOOLS

“there Are wAys thAt we cAn All 
mAke use of technology which 
would Be more innovAtive for 
tuition And leArning going 
forwArd. this will tAke time 
to explore. i expect to see 
significAnt chAnges in Blended 
leArning, Assessment And online 
leArning.”

KRISTIN WATSON, DIRECTOR, NATIONAL EXAM 
TRAINING TEAM, ERNST & YOUNG

“the risk is you stArt By Asking 
whAt is it you wAnt people to 
know, rAther thAn, whAt is it 
you wAnt people to Be ABle to 
do. the “know” Bit is importAnt 
But the ApplicAtion element of 
the leArning is By fAr the most 
importAnt.”

GREG OWENS, DIRECTOR OF TECHNICAL 
TRAINING AND STUDENT QUALIFICATION, BDO



ACCA (the Association of Chartered Certified Accountants) is the global body for 
professional accountants. We aim to offer business-relevant, first-choice qualifications to 
people of application, ability and ambition around the world who seek a rewarding career in 
accountancy, finance and management. 

Founded in 1904, ACCA has consistently held unique core values: opportunity, diversity, 
innovation, integrity and accountability. We believe that accountants bring value to 
economies in all stages of development. We aim to develop capacity in the profession 
and encourage the adoption of global standards. Our values are aligned to the needs 
of employers in all sectors and we ensure that, through our qualifications, we prepare 
accountants for business. We seek to open up the profession to people of all backgrounds 
and remove artificial barriers, innovating our qualifications and their delivery to meet the 
diverse needs of trainee professionals and their employers.

We support our 147,000 members and 424,000 students in 170 countries, helping 
them to develop successful careers in accounting and business, with the skills needed 
by employers. We work through a network of 83 offices and centres and more than 
8,500 Approved Employers worldwide, who provide high standards of employee learning 
and development. 
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ACCA’s global programme, Accountants for Business, champions the role of the finance 
professional in all sectors as true value creators in organisations. Through people, processes 
and professionalism, accountants are central to great performance. They shape business 
strategy through a deep understanding of financial drivers and seek opportunities for long-
term success. By focusing on the critical role professional accountants play in economies 
at all stages of development around the world, and in diverse organisations, ACCA seeks 
to highlight and enhance the role the accountancy profession plays in supporting a healthy 
global economy.
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