
INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY IS MAKING ACCOUNTANTS REDUNDANT


Accounting is the process of identifying, measuring and communicating economic information to permit informed judgements and decisions by users of the information ... Costing, An Introduction - Colin Drury.

Information Technology is the use of computers and electronic technology to store and communicate information ... Collins Gem English Dictionary.

Therefore, the role of information technology is clearly defined as an implement to provide the accountant with easier and faster access to data, and to help him make better and more informed interpretations for management.  This view is summed up in Core Concepts of Accounting Information Systems (Moscove, Simkin, Bagranoff) as it says: 

‘The hours that accountants used to spend footing and cross-footing ledger accounts are now spent developing spreadsheet templates to make the calculations automatically.’


To consider its value, information technology has considerably changed the face of business over the last twenty years.  In the past the accountant was seen from the outside as a calculator of figures, with pages of arithmetic needing to be done to hand over to management.  IT has created computer software programs where figures for all accounts can be inputted directly.  As stated in Foundation Accounting by Frank Gallen, 

‘Due to improved efficiency arising from the use of a single, large relational database at the heart of the computerised accounting system, most modern business accounts software packages come as fully integrated systems.’ 

By simply going through invoices and entering their totals and VAT analysis, the accountant can have printouts of all of creditor and all related general ledger accounts.  The debtors and all related general ledger accounts are also calculated on the shop floor using the point of sales (P.O.S.) System.  Core Concepts of Accounting Information Systems displays the flexibility of this software: 

‘Job-cost modules are useful to manufacturers and construction companies and point-of-sale modules are tailored to retailers.’ 


But technology isn't so limited, with instant printouts for VAT returns and stock control; the bank is calculated through the control accounts and easily reconciled; wages can be automatically calculated for the year by entering employee details.  The most basic program but also the most commonly used is the spreadsheet, providing the accountant and management with instant calculation of figures.  These programs even have the ability to provide statistical data on current trends compared to past performance.  At first sight, it seems as if accountants are surely heading for redundancy as these computerised systems have identified, measured and printed out their economic data for inspection by management.

· 
But the value of the accountant must not be undervalued.  Realistically, computer software is no more than a ‘glorified calculator.’  It gives a one-dimensional view of the accounts - a printout of a jumble of figures relating to the past.  The accountant’s crucial role is to interpret these figures to give management an accurate view of performance - they are not merely going to base their decisions on computer outputs.  In Accountants & Administrators Handbook 1982 edited by C.R. Pearce, it is stated that they will want to know two things about the computers:

· Do they handle transactions correctly and provide accurate financial information?

·  Is the computer system completely protected against fraud and conversion?

As a result, accountants are needed to oversee the compiling of information on the systems.  They can then interpret and explain statistics of past performance, and what remedial action needs to be taken if necessary.  


On the management side of accounting, the company will be asking the accountant two basic questions - what goods to supply, and how to supply them.  It is here that the accountant has the greater advantage over the computer systems.  Only he has an understanding of the market and the current economic climate.  In an ever increasingly competitive economy, he can appreciate the importance of setting the best price to pitch their products at.  He also works on figures that are unique to his own company to find the best level of output to keep costs to a minimum, thus maximising profit.  No matter how much the computer software is tailored to meet the requirements of cost calculation it cannot easily respond to the changing demands as the market varies.  At the very least, an accountant will be needed to know what figures to use and to interpret the results.


Accountants in today’s modern world are considered more and more a part of the management team, controlling the financial department.  It is fundamentally important that they are able to understand the objectives of the other departments in the firm, and also to be able to find an efficient way of integrating these departments.  In Management by R. Daft, he stated the definition of management as:

‘The attainment of organisational goals in an effective and efficient manner through planning, organising, leading and controlling organisational resources.’

For this reason, accountants need to have a rounded experience of business, have organisational skills, have the ability to communicate effectively, have a firm knowledge of the law, and be flexible in being able to deal with the short-notice demands of management to produce figures.  These features are outside the scope of information technology.  They also have to understand the rules and regulations which underpin the preparation of accounts for external use, i.e. auditing and tax liability evaluation:  

‘Company law in Ireland requires that the accounts of limited companies be verified by a qualified auditor who is independent of the company.’ (Foundation Accounting)
Accountants therefore, are required by law to carry out these procedures.  

When the importance of the accountant is combined with the importance of information technology, we see their role in the modern economy.  The key function of information technology is the storage of vast amounts of valuable data on computerised systems, but also the security it offers and the complexity of calculations it performs are all modern advantages of IT.  This data is a lot more complex than in the olden days.  In Core Concepts of Accounting Information Systems, the authors describe the ‘value theory of accounting’, as:

‘Mostly focused on data that were only material and relevant to the predefined accounting functions of the organisation.’  e.g. preparing financial statements.


Today, ‘event-based accounting systems’ involving large amounts of data being recorded can only be of advantage to the accountant.  Some of these accounting packages include Sage Apex, Solomon, and Great Plains Dynamics.  But information technology can be taken to include all communication systems such as the telephone and internet.  These are very useful tools in today’s environment where accountants need to get up to date information on market prices and exchange rates etc.  This is especially important in multi-national companies.  Through internal and external IT, the accountant and the management team can have up to the minute data and efficient short-term calculations to aid effective management.


In conclusion, today’s accountant remains one of the most important members of the management team for his ability to understand the market, interpret figures, carry out procedures as required, and give advice on revenue and costs.  Information technology is certainly a valuable asset to the firm, but in reality it’s only an aid for calculating and displaying information.  We can subsequently conclude that information technology is certainly not making accountants redundant.
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