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By LANCE OSBORNE 

Looking back 20 or more
years ago, the business
world seemed to be a

kinder, gentler place. 
Pagers were considered the ne

plus ultra of staying connected;
people could order a beer at lunch
without raising eyebrows and
return to the office secure in the
knowledge that barring any egre-
gious professional misjudgments,
they were with their employer for
life.

Fast forward to 2005—black-
berry and cell phone holsters are
considered de rigueur fashion
accessories, lunch consists of a
sandwich at the desk and a quick
email check could reveal that head
off ice is contemplating another
round of cut-backs.

Times have certainly changed,
both in the business world and in
the Canadian accounting commu-
nity. Executives everywhere are
expected to do more with less—

and faster. Traditional demarca-
tions between the accounting des-
ignations are blurring; the CICA
and CMA almost made it to the
altar this year and CGAs have
been signing off on audits in some
provinces for years now. 

The economy is
expanding rapidly and
so has the overall
demand for accoun-
tants of all description
making recruiting an
arduous and expensive
exercise.

Exacerbating the
people supply problem
is the fact that for the past few
years the spotlight has been
focused squarely and intently on
the issues of corporate governance
and financial disclosure. 

The scramble to comply with a
ramped-up regulatory environ-
ment has made those with any
substantive expertise in Sarbanes-
Oxley or accounting policy issues

the new stars of the accounting
world.

Dealing with accounting
policy and f inancial reporting
requirements hasn’t changed;
these areas require constant and
ongoing attention and must be

staffed by full-time professionals. 
It’s how the accounting com-

munity is reacting to the increased
demand for project implementa-
tion that’s interesting; the emer-
gence of contract accounting pro-
fessionals represents one of the
biggest employment trends in
recent years. 

By some estimates, contract
work has grown in the accounting
field by at least 80 per cent over
the past three years. 

Often it’s a win-win situation
for both employers and
employees.

Sarbanes-Oxley is
just the latest in a long
line of boulders
thrown into the busi-
ness pond. 

Most professionals
who’ve been in the
trenches for any length
of time will fondly
remember Y2K, Six

Sigma, re-engineering, activity
based costing and the like—it
seems that every few years some
new must-have hits the business
world via such gurus as Peter
Drucker, or gets legislated in the
wake of a flood of Enron-type
scandals. 

In any case, these types of
business phenomena tend to

follow the same pattern.
The demand for expertise

comes from virtually all quarters
at the same time. Large, sophisti-
cated, early adopters with deep
pockets lead the charge and ramp-
up their own people on the requi-
site skill sets or hire the few
experts available in the field to set
up the appropriate implementation
and in-house training programs. 

As these companies complete
their implementation cycles, they
create the f irst wave of experts
with real experience in the field. 

These newly minted experts
often try their luck on the free
agent market and take on con-
tracts with the next wave of
adopter companies. 

As they increase their own
expertise and marketability, they
also help create the next genera-
tion of experts.
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Demand for talent on a project
basis also reaches the pool of cur-
rently unemployed accounting
professionals and executives that
wouldn’t ordinarily be available
for contract assignments. 

Any of these people who’ve
had any reasonable exposure to
SoX or internal control reviews for
example, will highlight that expe-
rience on their resumes and many
of them find themselves gainfully
and happily employed in the world
of accounting contract work three
months hence. 

Some even abandon the tradi-
tional path to pursue contract
work as their next career. Paradox-
ically, depending on how mar-
ketable their skills, some even
f ind the contract world more
stable and predictable than their
peers in the full-time world.

Even if companies wanted to,
f inding full-time employees for
many of these specialized projects
can be a very difficult row to hoe.
Professionals with the requisite
knowledge and experience aren’t
often interested in a full time posi-
tion as they can make much more
as a contractor as long as they are
always applying their unique
expertise to project after project
after project. 

After all, 1,500 hours at $150
per hour is far more lucrative than
the equivalent $125,000 full-time
position. The downside of course
to this sort of professional life is
that demand eventually slackens
as companies shift from imple-
mentation to maintenance mode
and the experts go back to more
prosaic contract work and wait for
the next big thing.

The other big factor behind the
demand for contract help is that
there are variable cost items with
a def inite and f inite time line.
Once a company has achieved its
objective, it can terminate the

contractor and costs settle back to
their pre-project norm. Adding
full-time staff for the same project
means f inding a home for them
afterwards; companies often end
up putting these people in jobs
that would otherwise have been
filled internally. 

Plus, there are additional cost
commitments such as payroll
deductions and health benefits. In
these cases, the more expensive
contract solution often ends up
being the most economical and
most beneficial for the company
in the long run.

Although the overwhelming
majority of accounting profes-
sionals will continue to elect to
build their careers in the usual
way, many are now going for the
contract option, something
almost unheard of in their
fathers’ time.

Lance Osborne is president of
Lannick Associates, a  recruiter of
accounting professionals and
executives in the GTA and Lan-
nick Contract Solutions, which
provides accounting professionals
on a contract, project and interim
basis.
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