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AI and the Talent Challenge 
Securing Europe’s SME Competitiveness Through the Accounting 
Profession 
 
Policy Recommendations from ACCA’s Roundtable at the European Parliament  
(4 February 2026) 
 
This white paper draws on insights from the high‑level roundtable “AI and the Talent 
Challenge: Securing Europe’s SME Competitiveness Through the Accounting Profession”, 
held at the European Parliament on 4 February 2026 and co-hosted by MEP Michalis Hadjipantela 
(Cyprus) and MEP Regina Doherty (Ireland), representing the 2026 EU Council Presidency host 
countries. The discussion brought together 29 policymakers, professional bodies, academics 
and business representatives to explore how the accounting profession - especially SMPs - can 
support SMEs as regulatory, digital and technological change accelerates.  

 
Overview 
Small and Medium‑Sized Accounting Practices (SMPs) are central to Europe’s SME economy, 
providing the financial, compliance and reporting support that enables small businesses to grow, 
innovate and compete. Their ability to deliver this support is under strain: the profession faces 
persistent talent shortages, fast‑evolving reporting requirements and the accelerating impact of 
AI. These pressures make accessible funding for education, training and upskilling essential if 
SMPs are to continue driving Europe’s competitiveness. 
While 74% of finance professionals are already experimenting with AI tools, around 60% operate 
only at intermediate digital maturity, and 53% report navigating digital transformation without 
external guidance. This aspiration gap is particularly acute for SMPs, which often lack the 
resources to invest in AI capability. Without targeted support, Europe risks a widening divide in 
which SMEs lose access to the trusted expertise they rely on. 
A key opportunity highlighted during the event was the European Commission’s forthcoming 
Skills Portability Initiative, presented by Steven Engels. This initiative could help improve the 
recognition and mobility of accounting professionals across Europe, while also opening 
pathways for qualified non-EU professionals to fill shortage roles, supporting both the 
profession’s resilience and SMEs’ access to essential expertise. 

 
Policy Recommendations 
This paper sets out policy recommendations emerging from the roundtable, with practical steps 
to ensure Europe’s accountants, and the SMEs they support, are ready for the AI era. At the heart 
of these proposals is a shared message: Europe must invest in training, education and digital 
inclusion across the profession. 

1. Invest in Skills and Talent to Address the Widening Capacity Gap 
• Create a dedicated EU funding mechanism to support SMPs upskilling and reskilling, 

ensuring access to digital, AI and regulatory training. Expand proven national 
programmes, such as Ireland’s Springboard and Cyprus’s Human Resource 
Development Authority, and prioritise workplace‑based learning so new skills translate 
directly into practice.  

https://stories.accaglobal.com/digital-pathways-playbook/index.html?_gl=1*16c5ygf*_gcl_au*NTU1MzAyNzc4LjE3Njc3NzI0MDA.*_ga*MTU2OTU4OTIwMi4xNzI1OTU5MzEw*_ga_J7W3P5MX6E*czE3NzA4OTYwMDYkbzU3MiRnMSR0MTc3MDg5NjQ1OCRqNjAkbDAkaDA.
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/15892-Skills-portability-action-1-facilitating-worker-mobility-across-the-EU-through-skills-transparency-and-digitalisation_en
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• Strengthen early AI literacy and modernise accounting education across schools, 
universities and professional pathways to attract new entrants and address Europe’s 
structural talent shortage. 

2. Ensure Inclusive Access to AI Capability and Digital Tools 
• Develop profession‑specific AI guidance aligned with EU regulation, translating the AI 

Act into practical templates and checklists for accounting and assurance workflows. 
Create digital capability hubs offering SMPs affordable access to AI tools, digital 
reporting templates and cybersecurity support.  

• Establish regulatory sandboxes to test AI solutions in supervised environments and 
provide clear guidance on AI‑related liability, supported by subsidised cybersecurity 
measures to build confidence and reduce risk. 

3. Support SMPs in Meeting Rising Regulatory and Reporting Demands 
• Build trusted, portable EU micro-credential frameworks in AI, data analytics and 

digital reporting to support rapid upskilling and labour mobility. Ensure clear, accessible 
funding streams for education and training so schools, universities and professional 
bodies can deliver AI‑ready curricula.  

• Provide practical guidance and templates to help SMPs implement new reporting 
requirements efficiently and consistently as digital and sustainability reporting 
obligations expand. 

4. Modernise Recognition and Mobility to Strengthen the Talent Pipeline 
• Modernise recognition of professional qualifications by digitising procedures, 

integrating micro-credentials into qualification pathways and reducing administrative 
barriers for EU and non‑EU nationals.  

• Updating recognition systems will help address shortages and support mobility across 
the Single Market, in line with EU initiatives such as the Skills Portability Initiative and the 
EU Talent Pool. 

5. Build a Resilient, Future-Ready Profession Through Clear Governance 
• Offer clear guidance on AI‑related liability, bolster cybersecurity support for SMPs, and 

promote proportionate governance frameworks that reflect their operational realities. 

• Ensuring accountants can adopt AI safely and confidently will reinforce trust in financial 
reporting, tax compliance and sustainability disclosures across the SME economy. 

 
 

 

Call to Action: Invest a Future-Ready Profession  
Europe must place investment in training and education for accountants at the 
centre of its response to AI. Recognising the profession as a strategic asset for 
SME competitiveness and for the EU’s green and digital transitions is essential. 
Dedicated, easy‑to‑access funding for skills, training and digital inclusion will 
ensure that SMPs and the SMEs they support can thrive in the AI era. Investing in 
the profession now will reinforce resilience, competitiveness and trust across the 
European economy. 
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About ACCA 
We are ACCA (the Association of Chartered Certified Accountants), a globally recognised professional 
accountancy body providing qualifications and advancing standards in accountancy worldwide.  
Founded in 1904 to widen access to the accountancy profession, we’ve long championed inclusion and 
today proudly support a diverse community of over 257,900 members and 530,100 future members in 
180 countries.   

Our forward-looking qualifications, continuous learning and insights are respected and valued by 
employers in every sector. They equip individuals with the business and finance expertise and ethical 
judgment to create, protect, and report the sustainable value delivered by organisations and 
economies.  

Guided by our purpose and values, our vision is to develop the accountancy profession the world needs. 
Partnering with policymakers, standard setters, the donor community, educators and other 
accountancy bodies, we’re strengthening and building a profession that drives a sustainable future for 
all. Find out more at www.accaglobal.com  

 
 

For any comments or questions about this brief, please contact: 
Fiona Murray, ACCA Head of EU Affairs (fiona.murray1@accaglobal.com). 

Stay informed about our EU engagement at ACCA Europe Public Affairs. 
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