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Experience Sharing from the alumni 
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Nelson Lam, Certified Public Accountant, Bingley Wong & Co., HKUST Caremail On-line 
Advisor 

From the emails of Caremail, I often hear the following inquiries about accounting career. 

1. How can I plan for my accounting career and become a recognized accounting professional? 
2. Which accounting examination is better or easier? 
3. What is Big 5 and which is better? 
4. Is the life in Big 5 very tough and is it worthwhile? 
5. Is it more difficult for a non-accounting graduate to become an accountant or to work in Big 5? 

I have pleasure in sharing my personal feeling and opinion with you. Your feedbacks would be much 
appreciated. You can reach me via email: Caremail@ust.hk 

I. How can I plan for m~ accountine career an3 become a recoenizro accountine 
professional? 'rii 

Every graduate can become a recognized accounting professional. Besides 
having personal interests and other skills, accumulating relevant working experience 
and passing professional examination are most critical for one to become a recognized 
accounting professional. Experience can be accumulated during your work in 
accounting firms, like Big 5, and other commercial or non-commercial firms. 
Professional examinations are offered by many professional accounting bodies around 
the world. 
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Most Hong Kong graduates take the examinations of some leading professional accounting bodies, 
including HKSA (the Hong Kong Society of Accountants), ACCA (the Association of Chartered Certified 
Accountants) and AICPA (the American Institute of Certified Public Accountants). 

2.. wbicb accountin(J examination is better or easier? 
The examinations offered by different professional accounting bodies have different characteristics and 

merits. It is not easy to conclude that a particular examination is better. 
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(a) HKSA Qualification Programme (http://www.hksa.org/) 

The Qualification Programme (QP) offered by the HKSA since 1999 
is the most local oriented and direct way to become a recognized accounting 
professional in Hong Kong. One of the core parts of QP is a sequence of 4 
modules. Each module comprises 4 workshops and a 2-hour examination. 
After successful completion of all 4 modules, candidates are required to take a 6-hour final examination. 

The special part of QP is the workshop and examination format. In the workshop, all candidates 
are required to discuss, debate and present some practical and technical issues which are relevant to the 
module examination and ultimately to their work as a professional accountant. All examinations in QP 
are open-book as it may replicate the workplace environment where reference materials are readily 
available. All QP examinations and workshops cover mainly the local materials which are more 
relevant to the graduates' career in Hong Kong. 

You may realize that QP is structured to motivate the candidates to prepare and to participate 
continuously in the program. All candidates are encouraged and required to prepare and study the 
materials before attending each module workshop. Not only the technical skills but also the 
communication and presentation skills of a candidate are developed through the interaction with other 
candidates and the workshop facilitators. A broader network may also be developed during the group 
work with other peer candidates in the workshop. 

Not all modules can be taken in one sitting. It takes a long examination period. QP has been 
recognized by 2 other professional accounting bodies, ACCA in UK and CPA Australia in Australia. 
QP graduates can apply for membership in the 2 bodies (subject to certain practicing restrictions if you 
want to practice in UK and Australia). 

(b) ACCA professional examination (http://www. acca. or g. hk/) 

ACCA is almost the largest professional accounting body in the world. Before 1999, most Hong 
Kong graduates took ACCA professional examination as it has been jointly hosted by ACCA and 
HKSA in Hong Kong for around 20 years. The current examination structure comprises a total of 14 
papers and covers a broad range of knowledge and materials. 

The accounting graduates in Hong Kong can get paper exemption from the examination and are 
generally required to take the last 4 papers only. The graduates can complete these 4 papers even in one 
sitting. Some papers covering the UK law and accounting standards are also modified to Hong Kong 
law and accounting standards to cater for Hong Kong candidates. 

If you are preparing the ACCA examination, you will soon recognize that everybody could 
complete the final 4 papers in one sitting. The major attractiveness of ACCA examination is this faster 
track of completion. You may also find the past papers of the examination very useful. There are a lot 
of reference books and independent courses to assist you in preparing for the examination. 

From December 2001, the syllabus of the examination will be revised. All candidates are still 
required to complete 14 papers but they can choose any 3 papers out of 6 papers in the final stage. 
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(c) Uniform CPA Examination in US (http://www.aicpa.org/edu/candbrom.htm/) 

The Uniform CPA Examination in US is organized by AICPA, the largest professional accounting 
body in US. It is used by all states in US to standardize the examination requirements of a recognized 
accounting professional. 

In countries similar to US, the title of CPA (Certified Public Accountant) is equivalent to the title 
of a recognized accounting professional. However, the title of CPA in Hong Kong is more restrictive 
and it refers only to a professional accountant who is engaged in public practice. 

The Uniform CPA Examination comprises 4 papers and different States may have different 
requirements on the candidates to enroll and complete the examination. Most states require candidates 
to take all 4 papers in one sitting and offer credit for 2 papers if the other 2 papers are marginally failed. 
The major part of the examination is in multiple-choice format. 

The major drawback of the examination is that every candidate is required to fly to US to take the 
examination in May or November. It certainly incurs additional cost in traveling and lodging for the 
examination. 

Same as the prerequisites for examination enrolment, different States in US have different CPA 
certifying requirements. For example, Washington State does not require any working experience and 
local residency for you to become a CPA. Some states require you to become a local resident before 
becoming a CPA in their States. You must do a good research before you register for the examination 
in a state. 

The Uniform CPA Examination examines a broad range of accounting and business knowledge 
and even covers some relevant business knowledge e.g. bills of exchange and governmental accounting, 
which are not covered by other professional accounting examination. 

Most Hong Kong accounting candidates would not find any difficulties in managing US 
accounting or auditing standards as US textbooks and materials are often used to study accounting and 
auditing in Hong Kong. Difficulties may be found in understanding US taxation as it is much more 
complicated than that of Hong Kong. However, you would realize that it is easy to pass the 
examination as compared with other examinations and the candidates are generally required to 
understand the materials broadly but not deeply. 

3· wbat is Bi(J 5 an() wbicb is better? 
Although relevant working experience can be accumulated in many industries, working 

in accounting firms is often a good choice to begin an accounting career. Among many 
accounting firms, Big 5 is often regarded as the best training schools for the prospective 
accountants and the best places for graduates to accumulate relevant working experience. 

Big 5 is a collective name for the top 5 accounting firms in the world. Each Big 5 has its own culture 
and merits. 

Arthur Andersen once was a largest accounting firm in the world before its spin-off with Andersen 
Consulting, a top consulting firm. It is famous in due diligence and US flotation exercise. 

Deloitte Touche Tomatsu was merged with the biggest local accounting firm, Kwan Wong Tan Fang, 
in 1997. It promotes friendly office atmosphere and has a well establishment in Chinese Mainland. 
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Ernst & Young has a good reputation in tax planning for its customers and extensive experience in 
local flotation. It also has a strong presence in Chinese Mainland and many listed clients in Hong Kong. 

KPMG, often named as a banker's auditor, is experienced in banking industry and financial sector. Its 
client base includes big "blue-clip" companies such as HSBC and China Mobile. KPMG has also been 
engaged in several well-known insolvency and investigation cases in Hong Kong and Chinese Mainland. 

PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC) is formed from the merger of two former Big 6 accounting firms, 
Price Waterhouse and Coopers & Lybrand It is the biggest accounting firm in the world and in Hong Kong 
and have a number of"blue-clip" clients. To most fresh graduates, one of the most attractive points ofPwC 
is its extensive examination assistance, including a long study leave. 

All Big 5 share a common characteristic: good training and exposure. They offer systematic and 
fruitful business training and exposure to all staff, especially in accounting, auditing and related areas. In 
addition to the regular formal training course, they have a broad range of clients and these clients are usually 
not found in a local accounting firm. The working experience and exposure are excellent. 

If you join Big 5, all of these training and exposure not only train you and develop your business and 
communication skills in overcoming difficulties and challenges, but also equip you in the professional 
examination. In fact, your daily work is your daily exercise in the examination. 

4· Is the life in Bi(J 5 ver~ tou(Jh an~ is it worth it7 
Frankly speaking, life in Big 5 is tough but it is still certainly worth it. No one can deny that the 

experience and exposure in Big 5 surely offer a well-structured, broad and in-depth training and 
development process for an accountant and a consultant. 

Long working hours, endless deadlines, high pressure, "eat-time" (over-time 
without payment) ....... are the common terminologies you would describe your lives 
in Big 5. You may work until midnight or even overnight, working all Saturday and 
Sunday. I had experience spending Christmas and Lunar New Year in office working 
for many years. My colleagues and I used to sing a Chinese Christmas song together: 

"5Z.~~-$~ ' 5t~~Jff 0 0 0 0 0 0 :k~til-t-+JJ 
r ~ ~J 0, 

When you begin your work in Big 5, you would also experience painful 
and continuous failures. Even you feel good and have confidence in your English writing skills and 
accounting technical skills, you would soon or later feel that you are just a primary school boy. You would 
receive many queries and comments on your work. You would receive many amendments and correction in 
your writing. You would not even recognize a letter or memo, which is originally written by you, as it has 
been substantially modified by your seniors/managers. 

c=::_?owever, it is sti II worth it! =< 
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Tough life would develop your ability to face challenges. High pressure and demanding requirements 
would drive you to perform better and better. Continuous comments and correction would improve your 
writing and accounting technical skills. Most importantly, you would gain many invaluable experience and 
exposure. Your skills and confidence will eventually build up. One day, you may share the same feeling 
with me that your life in Big 5 is like another degree. 

5· Is it more ?Jifficult for a non-accountine era?Juate to become an accountant 
or to work in Bi(J s7 

A non-accounting graduate may need more time and effort to pursue an accounting career. 
The HKSA Qualification Program and the Uniform CPA Examination in US require a candidate to 

have prior accounting training or concentration before the enrolment to the professional examination. A 
non-accounting graduate may take additional courses in Hong Kong to fulfil this requirement. 

ACCA does not have an accounting training requirement similar to that of the HKSA. A non
accounting graduate may register for the examination but he would have less paper exemption. Thus, a non
accounting graduate is required to take more papers in the examination. 

Big 5 will also recruit non-accounting graduate only if he possesses good analytical skill and 
interpersonal skill. I had colleagues who had their majors in finance, economics engineering ... etc. All Big 
5 provide formal practical training on auditing to all staff. A non-accounting graduate may find it useful in 
his work and in his preparation for the professional examination. + 

Advice From the Counselor 

Work-Life Balance: Fact or Fantasy 
Ifr-±~5s"J3:JZ1~r- *HtEt*2~l-'J\~s"J$Jf:~xJ~±J~~ 
Extracted from an article by Wendy Cheng, "Work-Life Balance: Fact or Fantasy for New
Millennium Managers?" appeared in Better Management Issue 36, March 2000 

'Tho director of a strategic business unit at a 
b ~#large high-tech company was sharing his 
past experience with friends, "After my heart attack 
at thirty-seven, my doctor told me, "Get a new job 
or you won't make forty." I know the important 
things in my life are health and family, but I love 
my work and I can't face the prospect of giving it 
up. Isn't there any way to have a life and still do 
what I live to do?" 

The Vice President of a multi-national bank 
who is in her mid-forties suddenly burst into tears 
in the office after receiving a call. Her son was 
taken to a hospital because of excessive dosage of 
drugs. While waiting at the intensive care unit, she 
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said to herself, "what will my life be if I have the 
fame, status and money I want but not my son?" 

Juggling between work and personal life is a 
modern dilemma, a greater challenge today than 
any other time in history. Finding and maintaining 
a balance in life is a universal challenge. Each 
person has so many roles and yet there are only 24 
hours in a day, seven days in a week. Eight-hour 
workdays are now history. Managers today spends 
10, sometimes 12 or 14 or even more hours a day 
working. That does not leave much time for 
anything else. 

Talk to almost anyone in any company at any 
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level, and you will hear the same words: "I love 
what I'm doing, but I'm too busy to get a life." 
People just cannot seem to find the balance between 
work life and personal life. According to Dr. Susan 
Pilgrim, author of Living Insync, part of the 
confusion about balance comes from the thinking 
that balance means equal amounts of time. 
"Consider a new definition of balance - paying 
attention to every aspect of your life on a regular 
basis," says Dr. Piligrim. "It is about attending 
to your multi-dimensional self so that you can 
make conscious choices about how you spend 
your time and energy at work and in life. 

How can an organization help its 
employees achieve work-life balance? An 
interesting and enlightening article appearing in 
a past issue of the Harvard Business Review 
suggested three principles to benefit organizations 
and individual employees alike: 

Firstly, it is important for managers to clarify 
what is important. They clearly inform their 
employees about business priorities. On the other 
hand, they encourage employees to identify where 
work falls in the spectrum of their overall priorities 
in life. The priorities can include career 
achievement, family relations, personal hobbies and 
interest, spiritual growth, etc. The objective is to 
hold an honest dialogue about both business and the 
individual's goals and then to construct a plan for 
fulfilling all of them. 

Secondly, managers need to recognize and 
support their employees as "whole persons", 
acknowledging the fact that they have roles outside 
the office. Instead of knowing casual facts about 
employees, and beyond priorities, the managers 
recognize and support the full range of their 
people's liferoles; not just as mother or son, but 
also their other roles. 

Thirdly, managers should continually 
experiment with the way work is done, seeking 

With perm1ss1on from Better Management, 
published by The Management Development 
Centre of Hong Kong. 

approaches that enhance their organizations' 
performance while creating time and energy for 
employees' personal pursuits. Conflicts between 
work and personal priorities can actually be 
catalysts for identifying work inefficiencies. 

If work-life balance is beneficial to both the 
organization and individuals, why is it not widely 

practiced? Some managers continue to value 
productivity as a function of time spent in 
the office - not energy invested in work. 
Some managers are unaware that from 
their lives beyond work, employees are 

able to bring skills and knowledge to their 
jobs. Some managers still consider work

family balance a women's issue. 

"There is more to life than work." To bring 
personal life priorities and business goals together 
is a challenge for every individual and the 
organization at large. + 
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Wisdom from the employer 

Extracted from an article by Joel McCormick, "Going, going global ... ", appeared on 
Banking World Hong Kong, August, 2000 

D [ll this game of "Banking 

the World", the winner goes to 
the one who takes care of the 
basics in his backyard. HSBC 
Holdings chairman Sir John 
Bond challenged common 
assumptions about globalisation 
in a just-released volume of 
essays assembled by 
PricewaterhouseCoopers and 
published by John Wiley & Sons. 

Sir John argues that unless 
your business covers nearly 
every country in the world, you 
are merely international, not 
global. Sir John points out that 
there are fewer banks 
m more countries 
today than there 
were only a few 
years ago. He 
singles out the 
withdrawals from 
Southeast Asia in 
the heat of crisis. 
Many Japanese and 
European banks, he adds, 
retreated from disastrous forays 
into the United States. Sir John 
reckons HSBC comes closer 
than most businesses to being 
global. He says HSBC Bank 
International Ltd, a telephone 
banking service for expatriates, 
reaches customers in over 190 
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countries - more than the current 
United Nations membership, but 
still short of total 220-country 
world coverage. 

Why do so many foreign 
ventures fail? They fail because 
they don't build a domestic 
customer base in good time. 
HSBC, on the other hand, 
figured out the basics early on it 
is first 130 years - partly 
because it was founded far from 
the safety of home in what was 
then an economic backwater. 

Scottish to the core, the 
Hongkong and Shanghai Bank's 

culture was enriched 
with Parsees, Germans, 

Norwegians and 
Americans along the 
way. But true to its 
Scottish roots, it ran a 
very tight ship, 

lending 50 per cent of 
its balance sheet where 

less prudent banks might get 
up to 75 per cent. Conservative 
banking proved good insurance 
against cyclical and regional 
reverses and at the same time 
positioned the bank for seizing 
acquisition opportunities 
afforded by less astute players. 

But acquisitions had to 
make sense, Sir John says. One 
might think the point obvious 
but he says HSBC has been 
"besieged" with propositions to 
buy banks that don't make any 
sense at all. "If we did buy these 
offerings, it would be a 
ridiculously expensive way to 
acquire share in overbanked 
markets ... " + 

With perm1ss1on from The 
Banking World, published by 
South China Morning Post 
Publishers Ltd 

7 



• 1111 1111 • 1111 • 1111 • 
Career Activities Announcement 
Tentative Schedule of Recruitment Activities 
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Cathay Pacific Airways Ltd/Management 
Trainee 

Systek IT Ltd 

Automated System Ltd 

Cathay Pacific Airways Ltd/Engineering 
Trainee 

Civil Services Bureau, Hong Kong 
Government 

Civil Services Bureau, Hong Kong 
Government 

Pacific Century CyberWorks 

Patterson Financial Services Ltd 

Mass Transit Railway Corporation 

HK & China Gas 

InfoisLive.com Ltd 

Moores Rowland 

Nortel Network Asia Ltd 

Bank of China 

Unisys HK Ltd 

Standard Chartered Bank 

• Ill 1111 • 

Talk 8 Nov; 12:15 pm Lecture Theatre C 

Talk 10 Nov; 2:30pm Lecture Theatre E 

Talk 10 Nov; 4:30pm Lecture Theatre E 

Talk 15 Nov; 12:15 pm Lecture Theatre C 

Talk 16 Nov; 1:45pm Lecture Theatre A 

Talk 16 Nov; 3:00pm Lecture Theatre A 

Talk 17 Nov; 2:30 pm Lecture Theatre E 

Talk 17 Nov; 4:30 pm Lecture Theatre E 

Talk 20 Nov; 4:30pm Lecture Theatre E 

Talk 22 Nov; 2:30 pm Lecture Theatre A 

Talk 24 Nov; 2:30 pm Lecture Theatre E 

Talk 24 Nov; 4:30 pm Lecture Theatre E 

Talk 27 Nov; 4:30pm Lecture Theatre E 

Talk 29 Nov; 2:30 pm Lecture Theatre A 

Talk 29 Nov; 4:30 pm Lecture Theatre A 

Talk 6 Dec; 2:30pm Lecture Theatre A 
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