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Executive Summary
Wiley’s mission is to ensure students’ success from the classroom to the workplace while also supporting the firms and 
businesses in which they will begin their careers. This research aims to help accounting students by: 

1.  Reviewing skills they will need post-graduation and evaluating their aptitude level on those skills.

2.  Sharing where firms and corporations see opportunities for improvement.

3.  Reviewing their collective DiSC™ assessment results to better understand their personal communication, 
collaboration, and teamwork strengths. 

Concurrently, firms and corporations can use this research to:

1.  Understand how this incoming cohort is best motivated.

2. Plan skill training in areas where students have the biggest opportunities for improvement.

3.  Onboard this cohort in a way that will ensure their success, especially during the challenging first year. 

This report will detail: 

 Self-reported strengths and skill gaps of the upcoming cohort of 
accounting students.

Recommendations to bridge the skill gaps identified.

Personality traits of this cohort, including how these students will react to 
and perform in different work cultures.

How to motivate this cohort and help them succeed in the first 12 months 
of employment.

After reading this report, you’ll have a clear understanding of the skill gap of the upcoming accounting cohort and will walk 
away with specific recommendations for managing the gaps. You will also learn how this cohort fits into different work 
cultures, how they are motivated, and what tools will help them succeed in the first year of employment.
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Approach
We engaged a over 200 firms of various sizes via survey; we also had 105 juniors and seniors at various universities 
participate via survey and assessment, which is the cohort we are defining throughout this research.
 
Approach

Firm Survey Sample
The firms provided information about new employee hiring criteria and challenges faced during the hiring process.The 
following categories represent the sample of firms interviewed for this research:

1. Firm surveys to identify challenges around candidate skills

2. Cohort skills assessment interviews to determine student-identified skills

3.  Cohort DiSC™ assessments to provide deeper understanding of their work traits

Country Type of Firm Number of Employees

36%

64%

22%

Non-U.S.

U.S.
20%

11%

19%
13%

15%

Corporate

Accounting

Government
Not-For-Profit

12%
12%

53% 23%

1-50

51- 
100

101-500501-1,000

1,001- 
5,000

5,001 or 
more
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  General accounting knowledge (5 items)

  Technical/computer knowledge (4 items)

  Finance knowledge (4 items)

  Data strategies and analysis (5 items)

  Specialized experience (4 items)

The knowledge and content-focused section asked 
students to report on their exposure to the following 
sub-categories: 

  Communication (3 items)

  Analytics (4 items)

  Business skills (5 items)

  Learning skills (4 items)

The soft skills and trait-based section asked 
students to report on their aptitude for the following 
sub-categories: 

19%24%

57%
13%

60%

27%

73%

26%

1%

Grade Level Age Gender

Seniors

Other – Graduates 
or MBA Candidates

Juniors

18-20

21-24

25 and 
over Male

Female

Other

When rating their skills, students were presented two categories: 

Student Survey Sample
The sample of students selected to participate in the interviews and assessments can be divided into the following categories: 
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General Accounting 
Knowledge 

Technical/Computer 
Knowledge Finance Knowledge Data Strategies 

and Analysis 
Specialized 
Experience 

Regulations and Laws 
for Taxation

Basic MC Excel Skills Financial Analysis Data Visualization Dodd-Frank Act

Current Tax Rates Advanced MS Excel 
(i.e. V&H lookups, 

sum ifs & cell 
reference formatting)

Budget Planning and 
Forecasting

Data Science 
(Cluster analysis, 

anomaly detection, 
classification analysis)

Know Your Customer 
(KYC)

Financial Reporting Microsoft Visual Basic 
Capability

Operational Analysis Data Management 
and Curation

Financial Industry 
Regulatory Authority 

(FINRA)

Personal Finance Business Intel 
Software - IBM 

Cognos, Birst and 
ProfitBase

Cost Management Data Analytics-Data 
Mining, Network 

Analysis, Hypothesis 
Testing, Regression 

Analysis

Comprehensive 
Capital Analysis and 

Review (CCAR)

Professional Ethics N/A N/A Descriptive and 
Predictive Analytics

Anti-Money 
Laundering (AML)

Knowledge and Content-Focused Section

Communication Analytics Business Skills Learning Skills

Public speaking Strong problem-solving 
skills

Attention to detail Curious/inquisitive

Adjusting copy/materials to 
fit intended audience

Creativity Planning Open-mindedness

Professional writing skills 
(i.e. formatting, active voice, 

tone, etc.)

Number crunching Teamwork Active-listener

Decision-making skills Leadership Active-reader

Accepting constructive 
criticism

Soft Skills and Trait-Based Section

Skills Analysis
The firm interviews identified an array of soft skills as a challenge when hiring new candidates, whereas the student surveys 
identified knowledge and content gaps as their biggest challenge when entering a new job role. This suggests a disconnect 
between what firms are seeking and what cohorts believe they bring to the table. It also suggests that firms are 
open to a learning curve regarding knowledge and content skills, as these can be learned through hands-on training, versus 
the soft skills being more challenging to ‘teach.’
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Interestingly, students rated 
themselves higher in all four 
soft skill categories than any 
of the five knowledge and 
content-focused categories.

Reported Strengths of Cohort
Students were quick to identify their weaknesses in technical skills, which rated the lowest of all skill sets. When it came to 
soft skills and capabilities, here is how they rated their top strengths: 

•  Business Skills

•  Analytic Skills

•  Learning Skills

Highest-rated sub-categories:

•  Number crunching

•  Accepting constructive criticism

•  Problem-solving

•  Open-mindedness

•  Active-listening

Student Survey Self-Reported Skill Assessment

Overall Average Ratings Min Max M SD

Business Skills 2.4 4.0 3.4 0.3

Analytic Skills 2.3 4.0 3.4 0.4

Learning Skills 2.0 4.0 3.4 0.4

Communication Skills 2.0 4.0 3.1 0.5

Knowledge 1.6 4.0 2.8 0.6

Finance 1.3 4.0 2.7 0.7

Technical 1.0 3.8 2.6 0.6

Data Strategies and Analytics 1.0 4.0 2.2 0.7 

Specialized Experience 1.0 4.0 1.6 0.6

Overall Ratings (highest to lowest) N = 90

Although content knowledge had a lower ranking overall, students did highly rate their Microsoft Excel skills, which aligns with 
the 80% who said they enjoy number crunching as they use Excel for these exercises.  

Overall Cohort Findings
Students ranked specialized experience and data/analytics strategies to be their lowest skills. These rankings are not too 
surprising given their lack of job experience. However, we see some contradiction with the analytics ranking, which could 
expose a student weakness around understanding analytics in the job role.  
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Student-reported lowest-rated overall skills:

•  Specialized experience

•  Data strategies and analytics

Lowest-rated items within specialized experience:

•  Comprehensive capital analysis and review

•  Financial industry regulatory authority (FINRA) 

•  The Dodd-Frank Act

Lowest-rated items within data strategies and analytics:

•  Data management and curation

•  Data science

•  Descriptive and predictive analytics

*Full chart in Appendix

Comparing Different Student Groups
When comparing results between grade level and gender, we see an ascending confidence with skills and knowledge - as 
students complete higher level courses, their confidence builds. Specifically, 

•   Juniors rated their experience and exposure lower than graduates/master’s students in the general knowledge 
category as well as the data strategies and analytics category.

•   Juniors rated their skills within the analytics category lower than the graduate/master’s group. 

•   Juniors and seniors rated themselves lower on having strong problem-solving skills than the graduates/master’s group.

The only nuance we saw when comparing gender rankings was with data analytics:

•   Females reporting higher levels of experience and exposure in the data analytics items. However, no differences 
were found in the five knowledge categories overall.

Firm Research – Seeing Gaps
When conducting our firm research, we immediately started to see gaps between how cohorts ranked their skills versus how 
firms were reporting capabilities of new cohorts. When asked the most important criteria for hiring new employees, 25% of 
the firms identified desired-job specific skills, and 24% identified having the right soft skills. However, 56% of firms reported 
that finding candidates with the right softs skills was a challenge for them, and 45% identified finding candidates with the 
right job-specific skills to be difficult. 

The findings suggest 
students misunderstand 
the role that data analytics 
plays in the job.

https://www.finra.org/#/
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Firms reported a difficulty finding new hires with strong skills in problem solving, Excel, communication, and data analytics. 
However, students ranked themselves positively on some of these crucial skills. As you see below, the biggest gap is found with 
problem solving, Excel, and communication.

Desired job-specific skills

Having the right soft skills (e.g. communication, presentation)

Experience that is relevant for the position

Employees who are motivated to excel in their job

Someone who works well with others

Fits in with the company’s culture

Holds a CPA certification

Employees who are passionate about their job

Employees that are pursuing the CPA certification

25%

24%

16%

7%

7%

4%

1%

8%

7%

What are the most important criteria when hiring employees?
(% ranked #1)

The right soft skills

Fit in with the company’s culture

Someone who works well with others

56%

What are the challenges you face when hiring employees at your organization?

40%

33%

Soft
skills

Has the desired job-specific skills

Experience that is relevant for the position

45%

42%
Job-specific

skills

Employees who are motivated to excel in their job

Employees who are passionate about their job

39%

33%
Motivated
employees

Holds a CPA certification

Employees that are pursuing the CPA certification

17%

18%
CPA

certified

Firm Survey Responses



9

Student vs. Firm Skill Ratings

Another skill gap was public speaking. Over 60% of students indicated they are comfortable and can easily present or deliver 
information to a group of stakeholders. When looking at firm feedback, presentation was a weak area for new candidates. This 
gap creates a challenging experience for everyone involved, but especially the new hires who think they are presenting and 
delivering information effectively. 

Fr
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ue
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Communication: Public Speaking

Public speaking is 
my biggest fear

50

40

30

20

10

0

60

I have little experience 
with public speaking

I am comfortable giving 
a presentation

I easily present/deliver 
information to a group/crowd

Student Survey Self-Reported Communication Skills Assessment 

Data Analytics

Communication

Excel

Problem Solving

0 0.5 1 1.5 2 2.5 3

Firm Student

3.5 4
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Recommendations for Managing Gaps

Bridging this discernable gap should be accomplished early in a cohort’s career to help them succeed in their new role and 
company. Supporting them from the beginning through required training will build their confidence and help them avoid 
the imposter syndrome in that first year where self-assurance can waver very quickly. A few suggestions for bridging this gap 
would be: 

•   Invest in mandatory courses for first-year cohorts that offer bite-sized lessons to fit their schedule with interactive and 
current material. 

The following skills should be a priority:  
•   Excel – despite their high ranking of this skill, they need to sharpen their computational thinking to manage their 

time and workload better

•   Data-analytics – as a clear success factor in today’s accounting profession, this was identified as an area of 
growth based on both cohort and firm feedback 

•   Leadership courses – these will afford them an outlet to develop critical thinking, teamwork, and presentation skills

•   PMP certification courses – these are more suited for a second-year cohort, but putting it on their roadmap 
early will assure them that there is a path to improving the skills they struggle with

•   Provide cohorts with a variety of test prep course options to ensure their individual learning needs are met.

•   Ensure that the cohorts have stable study groups or mentor programs, even if those are external, to carry them 
through their first challenging year.

•   Understand what motivates them – which leads us to the next piece of our research…

Work Persona Analysis
What to Expect from the Upcoming Cohort of Accounting Professionals
Another important step in understanding how a candidate will perform and succeed in a new job is their DiSC® profile, 
a personal development learning experience that measures preferences and tendencies in the work environment. This 
powerful model describes four basic styles: D, i, S, and C, and serves as a way to deepen knowledge of self and co-workers, 
making workplace interactions more effective.

Obtaining these results can help firms improve their team’s performance, deal more effectively with conflict, and value the 
differences that each team member brings to the group. These results identify primary and secondary DiSC styles that define 
how an individual performs, communicates, and functions within a group, leading to better organization around teams to 
ensure they are successful. 
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DiSC™ Assessment Results 
The most common student profile identified by the DiSC assessment was conscientiousness (C). Just over 50% of the student 
sample had C as their primary trait.

The three C styles found in this study are: 

1. C - just conscientious with no secondary style

2. CS - conscientious with steadiness as a secondary

3. CD - conscientious with dominance as a secondary 

Nearly a quarter of the C profiles had no secondary trait, meaning their conscientious traits are deeply ingrained. 
However, 27% had a secondary of trait that will mold their work style a bit differently. For example, CS’s prefer support and 
collaboration whereas CD’s value results and action.

CH
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N
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   R
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ULTS       
          

ACTION 
  ENTHUSIASM

      CO
LLABO

RATIO
N

ACCURACY 
        STABILITY         

      
  SUPPORT

CD

9.8%

C

22.8%

CS

17.4%

C Styles

DCSi

4.3%

S

6.5%

SC

4.3%

S Styles

iS

6.5%

i

8.7%

iD

3.3%

i Styles

Di

5.4%

D

4.3%6.5%

DC

D Styles

D

Di iD

i

iSDC

CD Si

SC

CS SC

Cohort DiSC Assessment Results
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DiSC Profile Summary: Primary Trait (N = 90)

DiSC Profile Summary: Primary and Secondary Traits (N = 90)
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Cohort DiSC Assessment Results - Primary & Secondary Traits
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Skills & Knowledge Correlation
We see a clear trend with a student’s primary DiSC profile dictating how they rate themselves on certain skills. For example, 
students with influence (i) as their primary trait rated themselves higher in all their skills compared to the dominant C profile. 
Additionally,   

•   Communication skills - i profile rated their skills higher overall than those with S or C profiles.

•   Analytical skills - i profile rated their skills higher overall than the C profile group.

•   Business skills - i profile rated their skills higher overall than those with S, D, or C profiles.

•   Learning skills - there were no differences in ratings by DiSC group. 

*Full chart in Appendix

How to Best Manage these Professionals
Just as we can learn about each student from their individual personality traits, there is also information to be gleaned from 
this cohort as a whole. And this insight can help illuminate what to expect from these professionals and how to manage 
them best.

As discussed earlier, the majority of this new cohort has C as their primary profile. The hallmarks of a C culture are quality, 
accuracy, and order. This profile values high standards, careful analysis, and diplomacy. They pride themselves on getting 
perfect results and can be cynical towards new ideas. 

The potential downfall of this group, and something to be aware of when managing them, is that they may miss opportunities 
for fear of lowering standards. This can make them resistant to change, but you can motivate them to move past this fear if 
you manage them correctly.

THE C CULTURE REWARDS
•  Accuracy
•  Completeness
•  Attention to detail
•  On-time performance
•  Dependablility

THE C CULTURE CRITICIZES
•  Mistakes
•  Illogical behavior
•  Lateness
•  Spotty research
•  Exaggerated enthusiasm

Another key to managing this cohort is regularly checking in on them and asking yourself if they are meeting your 
expectations by evaluating these questions:

1.  What are the advantages and drawbacks of this group or individual’s working style?

2.  Does this group or individual take enough risks?

3.  Does this group or individual spend too much time ensuring accuracy when they should be acting?

4.  Does this group or individual attend to the emotional and social needs of other members of the team?
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The first few questions will ensure they are helping move the company forward, and the last question will determine if they 
are being a team player and part of the group (which was a skill gap identified by the firms surveyed). 

Group Culture
Another way to learn about this group is to review whether their culture promotes caution and reflection (C and S styles) or a 
fast pace and outspokenness (D and i styles).

35% of this cohort is fast-paced and outspoken, and the other 65% is cautious and reflective. 

Also observe whether they tend to be questioning and skeptical (C and D styles) or warmer and more accepting 
(i and S styles).

66% of this cohort tend to be questioning and skeptical, while 34% are accepting and warm. 

100

80

60

40

20

Percentage 
of people in 
each category 
with a high 
score

Fast-paced/
Outspoken

Cautious/ 
Reflective

Questioning/
Skeptical

Accepting/
Warm

100

80

60

40

20

35%

65% 66%

34%

Cohort DiSC Assessment Results - Primary & Secondary Traits

These percentages show that, overall, these individuals are much more thoughtful than active, and they work methodically 
and make decisions carefully. They take pride in accuracy and value a systematic approach to work. 

Most of this cohort tends to be questioning and skeptical. They likely prioritize logic and objectivity over empathy and 
personal feelings. This can result in a task-driven culture that might feel impersonal to individuals with i or S styles. 

How to Motivate this Group
It is safe to say the majority of this group is motivated by organizations that reward accuracy, dependability, and attention to 
detail. And they will not respond well to mistakes, lateness, spotty research, or exaggerated enthusiasm. A culture created by 
C styles tends to value hard work, punctuality and dependability.
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For the 18% of this cohort with i as their primary trait, they are more likely to be motivated by creativity, optimism, and 
collaboration. The 16% with D as their primary trait will want to be rewarded for independence, decisiveness, and results, and 
the 15% with S as their primary trait will appreciate cooperation, loyalty, and a team focus. 

Using Personality Assessments to Structure Success in the First 
12 Months
Understanding what motivates a cohort, how they function within a team and what they value in a job is powerful knowledge 
when nurturing new candidates and helping them succeed in their first 12 months. Based on these findings, we suggest 
the following: 

•   DiSC assessments for all new and a review of their working team make-up so they can recognize, understand, and 
respect the differences within their groups.

•   This is more important given over 50% of the cohort is a single profile, which could quickly develop into an 
oppressive environment who like to work at a faster pace.

•   Roadmap for employee development will be appreciated by all profiles, but especially the C style who appreciate being 
awarded for their dependability and hard work. Tie this to the skills you know they need to continue to develop, such 
as those offered through Wiley and AICPA partnership: 

•   Data Visualization Certification 

•  Forecasting and Predictive Analytics Certificate 

•  Specialized Forensic Accounting Certificate 

•  Tax Staff Essentials, Level 2: Experienced Staff

•   Offer time and change management courses so the strong C style culture is less likely to resist or miss growth 
opportunities.

•   Check-in with your C-styles frequently during the remote work environments to ensure they are progressing as 
needed and to be supportive of their efforts.

Summary
By utilizing our unique relationship with higher education students, we collected data about the skills and personality 
strengths of the upcoming cohort of accounting professionals. The main findings from this research were:

•   Firms reported that recent accounting graduates demonstrated skills gaps in data analytics and communication, 
presentation, and project management skills, along with employee teamwork.

•   Students rated their soft skills and trait-based areas higher than their awareness of knowledge and content-focused areas.  

•  Students rated their top skills areas as business skills, analytical skills, and learning skills.

•  Students rated themselves lowest in the specialized experience category and data strategies and analytics category.

•  The highest-ranked content knowledge areas were basic Microsoft Excel skills and advanced Microsoft Excel skills.

•  Students identified number crunching as their highest-rated skill.

•  The most dominant DiSC™ personality trait in this cohort is conscientiousness (50%). 

•  Students in the i profile group rated their skills slightly higher overall than those in the C category. 
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Min Max M SD
Technical: Basic MS Excel skills 1 4 3.6 0.7

Technical: Advanced MS Excel 1 4 3.2 0.8

Knowledge: Professional Ethics 2 4 3.1 0.8

Knowledge: Financial reporting 1 4 2.9 0.8

Knowledge: Personal Finance 1 4 2.9 0.9

Finance: Financial Analysis 1 4 2.8 0.8

Finance: Budget Planning and Forecasting 1 4 2.8 0.8

Knowledge: Current Tax Rates 1 4 2.7 0.8

Knowledge: Laws and Regulations Taxation 1 4 2.6 0.8

Finance: Cost Management 1 4 2.6 0.7

DSA: Data visualization 1 4 2.6 0.9

Finance: Operational Analysis 1 4 2.4 0.8

DSA: Data Analytics 1 4 2.3 0.8

DSA: Descriptive and predictive analytics 1 4 2.2 0.8

Technical: Microsoft Visual Basic capability 1 4 2 1

DSA: Data Science 1 4 2 0.7

DSA: Data management and curation 1 4 2 0.7

Specialized Experience: Anti-money laundering 1 4 1.8 0.8

Specialized Experience: Know your customer 1 4 1.7 0.9

Technical: Business intel software 1 4 1.5 0.7

Specialized Experience: Dodd-Frank Act 1 4 1.5 0.8

Specialized Experience: Financial Industry Regulatory Authority 1 4 1.5 0.7

Specialized Experience: Comprehensive Capital Analysis and Review 1 4 1.4 0.6

 Average student ratings: Section 1 (N = 90)

Min Max M SD
Analytical: Number Crunching 3 4 3.8 0.4

Business Skills: Accepting Constructive Criticism 2 4 3.7 0.5

Analytical: Strong Problem Solving Skills 2 4 3.5 0.6

Learning Skills: Open-mindedness 2 4 3.5 0.6

Learning Skills: Active-listener 2 4 3.5 0.7

Business Skills: Planning 2 4 3.4 0.7

Business Skills: Leadership 2 4 3.4 0.6

Communication: Adjusting Content for Audiences 2 4 3.3 0.7

Analytical: Decision Making 1 4 3.3 0.7

Business Skills: Attention to Detail 2 4 3.3 0.6

Learning Skills: Curious/Inquisitive 1 4 3.3 0.7

Learning Skills: Active-reader 1 4 3.2 0.8

Communication: Professional Writing Skills 1 4 3.1 0.6

Business Skills: Team Work 1 4 3 0.8

Communication: Public Speaking 1 4 2.9 0.8

Analytical: Creativity 1 4 2.9 0.8

Average Student Ratings Section 2 Skills and Traits (N = 90)

Appendix

Student Survey Self-Reported Skill Assessment 



N M SD

Communication: Overall average

D 15 3.3 .6

i 15 3.4 .3

S 14 3.0 .5

C 46 3.0 .5

Total 90 3.1 .5

Analytical: Overall average

D 15 3.5 .4

i 15 3.7 .3

S 14 3.4 .5

C 46 3.3 .4

Total 90 3.4 .4

Business Skills: Overall average

D 15 3.4 .4

i 15 3.7 .3

S 14 3.4 .3

C 46 3.3 .3

Total 90 3.4 .3

Learning Skills: Overall average

D 15 3.3 .4

i 15 3.4 .5

S 14 3.4 .4

C 46 3.3 .4

Total 90 3.4 .4

Student ratings of soft skill categories by DiSC profile

Student Soft Skills as Related to DiSC Group


