
THE PRACTICE OF TAX IN CANADA: 

UNDERSTANDING THE COMMUNITY, THE WORK AND 

STRUCTURAL INITIATIVES OF AN EMERGENT PROFESSION 

 

 

 

by 

 

Till-Arne Hahn 

 

 

 

 

A thesis submitted to the Graduate Program in Management – School of Business 

in conformity with the requirements for the 

Degree of Doctor of Philosophy 

 

 

 

 

Queen’s University 

Kingston, Ontario, Canada 

(April, 2021) 

 

Copyright © Till-Arne Hahn, 2021 



ii 

 

Abstract 

Considering it as a distinct occupation, I investigate the practice of tax in Canada through three separate 

studies. My first study examines the community of tax practitioners. Using a mixed-method approach, I 

integrate the insights obtained from in-depth interviews with 38 professionals and the results of a survey 

of 116 individuals working in the tax area. The notion of collective identity is used to confirm the 

existence of a distinct occupational community and to elaborate the suggested boundaries. I introduce the 

concepts of boundary erasure and boundary emergence into the literature as variants of boundary blurring 

and boundary making to suggest how the boundaries of a field can be reconfigured. Analyzing the work 

of tax practitioners, my second study maps the sets of tasks that characterize the tax field. Drawing on 

Abbott’s (1988) theorization on professional work, I explore the nature of the specific expertise involved 

in tax and explain how it differs from the expertise associated with the work that accountants and lawyers 

more traditionally perform. The framework I develop offers a more integrated understanding of tax work, 

which can be used to explain why neither the accounting nor the legal profession have come to dominate 

the core of the field. My third study considers the aspect of structure in the Canadian tax field. Relying on 

a review of archival material, as well as in-depth interviews with 29 closely associated individuals, I 

examine the most far-reaching effort to accredit tax specialists in Canada, an initiative by the CICA, 

which occurred between 1997 and 2002. Finding that the professional associations, the national firms, and 

the rest of the membership were each driven by different interests, ranging from narrower individual 

concerns to broader professional ideals, I suggest that the conflicts between the different segments 

contributed to the ultimate demise of the initiative. Developing a more integrated understanding of the 

field, my studies have implications for future research on tax professionals. They should also assist those 

charged with training practitioners, and be of interest to the profession more widely, particularly those 

wishing to recognize or govern tax work more formally. 
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Chapter 1 

General Introduction 

“A billion here, a billion there, and pretty soon you're talking real money.” – 

Attributed to Senator Everett Dirksen 

 

1.1 Background and motivation 

In the aftermath of the financial crisis, as governments struggled to balance their 

budgets, media around the world increasingly focused public attention on the issue of tax 

avoidance (CBC, 2014; Economist, 2013; Syal, 2013). Even though the exact cost to society 

is hard to pin down, estimates start in the billions (Zucman, 2015). While it is taxpayers who 

avoid paying taxes to governments, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development (OECD, 2008) characterizes the relationship as a tripartite one. In describing 

how tax schemes are typically propagated, it suggests that “aggressive tax planning typically 

requires the involvement of tax professionals” (OECD, 2008, p. 5). A common assumption is 

that tax reform is required (Bowers, 2013; Citizens for Tax Justice [CTJ], 2015; Singh, 2018), 

but others observe that attempts to fix loopholes and thereby reduce tax avoidance simply 

results in increasingly complex legislation (Bank, 2001; Studniberg, 2012), leaving it even 

less navigable to ordinary taxpayers and making it more necessary for many to rely on the 

same professionals who advised taxpayers to minimize their taxes in the first place. 

Some submit that regulating tax work would be a solution (Frecknall-Hughes & 

Moizer, 2015; Soled & DeLaney Thomas, 2017), while others suggest that the recent 

controversies imply that the relation between professionals and society is due for a reset 

(Carter et al., 2015; Russell & Brock, 2016; Stuebs & Wilkinson, 2010). However, 

notwithstanding the intensified academic interest in tax professionals (Addison & Mueller, 

2015; Hahn & Ormeño Pérez, 2020; Mulligan & Oats, 2016; Radcliffe et al., 2018), the 
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collectivity that practices tax arguably still remains largely elusive. While multiplicity of 

actors within the tax field has long been recognized (Anesa et al., 2019; Brown & Paton, 

2003; Thuronyi & Vanistendael, 1996), attempts at opening the “black box of tax practice” 

are seen to be a much more recent phenomenon (Oats & Morris, 2017). Further – although 

tax by definition is part of the law (Black & Black, 2004; Thuronyi & Vanistendael, 1996) – 

it frequently is characterized as a specialist area of practice within accounting (Cuccia & 

Magro, 2018; Lamb, 2004). Overall, despite or perhaps because of its interdisciplinary 

nature, it has been suggested that inquiry into the tax world has remained marginal and that 

the scholarly understanding of it is fragmented (Boden et al., 2010; Oats, 2012) and this claim 

is especially valid with regards to tax professionals themselves.  

Recognizing that tax advisers “cannot properly be viewed in isolation from a 

country’s culture and its legal and economic systems” (Thuronyi & Vanistendael, 1996), my 

dissertation examines the practice of tax in Canada. Given the uniqueness of the Income Tax 

Act as both a bilingual and bijural law (Duff, 2003) and what can be characterized as a 

hybridity in approaches regulating professions (Adams, 2016), the Canadian context warrants 

separate investigation. Yet, owing to the twin influences of the United Kingdom and the 

United States (Mann, 1972), Canada has enough similarities with other countries to be more 

widely informative. If it is assumed that aggressive tax planning is at least partly a supply 

driven phenomenon in which tax advisers play a role (Gutman, 2012; OECD, 2006, 2008), to 

be effective, I maintain that any initiative involving them as players necessitates a proper 

understanding of them first. In Canada, there is no single recognized tax profession (Brooks, 

2016; MacKnight, 1997). Instead, like in other countries with similar traditions (Frecknall-

Hughes & McKerchar, 2013), tax has historically sat at an intersection of law and accounting 

(McGregor, 1960; Morgan, 1995), with neither having asserted jurisdictional control (Brown 

& Paton, 2003; Satov, 1995). This duality has created a dynamic central to understanding tax 
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professionals and their work. However, the view I advance is that tax has moved beyond 

being a specialty within law or accounting (Brown & Paton, 2003; Lamb, 2004; Stone, 1968; 

Weber, 1977) and has become a field of practice that might be best understood as a distinct 

occupation. 

Although Abbott’s (1988) seminal book extensively informs my thesis, another work 

of his broadly delineates my dissertation. Professions more generally are a particular form of 

occupation (Anteby et al., 2016; Hodson & Sullivan, 2008; Volti, 2012), and with respect to 

the latter, Abbott (1995) states that in their ideal form, they unite three aspects. Specifically, 

they entail “[1] a particular group of people, [2] a particular type of work, and [3] an 

organized body or structure, other than the workplace itself, capable of some kind of 

reproduction” (Abbott, 1995, pp. 873-874). Seeking out these basic elements rather than the 

more formal features – which others have labelled as the “paraphernalia of a profession” 

(Carter et al., 2015, p. 1208) – not only sidesteps the frequent controversies in trying to define 

a profession (Evetts, 2006; Malatesta, 2005; Sciulli, 2005a, 2005b; Torstendahl, 2005) – but 

it also helps in trying to identify professions that are emergent or that do not fit the ideal type 

of medicine or law (Abbott, 1995; Torstendahl, 1990). 

The three chapters of my thesis respectively examine (1) the collectivity that practices 

tax in Canada, (2) the unique nature of tax work and tax expertise, and (3) the most 

significant historical initiative at creating a more formal structure around tax practitioners in 

Canada to date. Whereas the first two conclude that the underlying character of tax work and 

the community engaging in it are sufficiently distinct for it to be deemed a de facto 

profession, the third study sheds light on why the Canadian Institute of Chartered 

Accountants’ (“CICA”) attempt to certify tax specialists did not succeed. 
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1.2 Overall approach and contributions 

Although each of the main chapters is summarized in the next section, all three 

largely follow a field-based and inductive approach (Malsch & Salterio, 2016). Interviews 

conducted with 38 professionals, as part of my summer project in 2015, provided the original 

basis for the first study. A survey, which further explored some of the initial themes 

identified (McKerchar, 2012) and which collected 116 complete responses, helped to both 

build on and triangulate the original material (Eisenhart, 1989). The second study is mostly 

conceptual. Drawing on the extant academic and practitioner literature, it was also informed 

by insights obtained from the field: specifically, from the same initial interviews, from a 

further set of interviews conducted for a historical project, which I commenced in 2016, and 

also – in a form of retrospective participant observation – from my own previous professional 

experience, or what Bulmer (1982, p. 251) calls “experience recollected in academic 

tranquility”. Finally, being a historical case study, the third chapter relied on the combination 

of another set of interviews with 29 individuals, as well as the detailed review of an extensive 

set of both public and private documents. Tacking back and forth between the data and the 

relevant theories selected, in each case, the research process was essentially iterative in nature 

(Ahrens & Chapman, 2006; Gephart, 2004). 

Again, while the specific contributions of each chapter is elaborated later, the most 

general ones are summed up here. On a theoretical level, my thesis adds most prominently to 

the sociology of professions literature. Using the practice of tax in Canada as an example, the 

first study demonstrates how emergent professions can be identified in the field, as well as 

how professions that differ from the ideal type may be comprehended. More specifically, the 

thesis also adds to the literature on tax professionals. For instance, providing a more 

integrated understanding of the nature of tax work and highlighting some of the limits of 

transferability of knowledge from other fields (Cuccia & Magro, 2018; Shields et al., 1995), 
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the conceptualization offered in the second study should help inform future academic 

research. While both the first two studies might help inform those wishing to more formally 

recognize tax work, the investigation in the third study into why the most significant initiative 

to date failed should be useful for any future attempts at the same. Finally, a more complete 

appreciation of tax practitioners and their work should also better equip policy makers should 

they wish to more formally govern the tax field in order to address some of the societal 

concerns highlighted at the outset. Overall, the three studies together will help remove tax 

from the safety of “its technical box”, which should allow for closer examination of the work 

of tax professionals (Boden et al., 2010), but it should also help to better inform such 

research, so that it does not risk “muddying the waters” (Oats & Morris, 2017). The three 

individual studies are each summarized next. 

1.3 Overview of chapter 2: The community of tax practitioners in Canada as a de facto 

profession  

Focusing on the collectivity within the tax field, my first study addresses the question, 

what is the nature of the community practicing tax in Canada? Starting with the recognition 

that, like elsewhere (Frecknall-Hughes & Kirchler, 2015; Thuronyi & Vanistendael, 1996), a 

single, formally organized tax profession does not exist in Canada, I claim that by treating the 

collectivity as a largely undifferentiated group (e.g., Anesa et al., 2019), or by examining 

only part of the community (e.g., Mulligan & Oats, 2016), the existing literature offers an 

incomplete understanding of one of the key players in the tax world (OECD, 2008). I suggest 

that as a result, it is not clear whether concerns raised with regards to tax work could be 

addressed effectively at a collective level.  

Although it is not officially recognized as such, I conclude that as an expert 

occupation, the community of tax practitioners in Canada can be labelled a de facto 

profession. In trying to depict occupational communities, researchers must consider both the 
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community’s existence and its boundaries (Van Maanen & Barley, 1984). Relying on the 

notion of collective identity, which has been recognized to occur across boundaries (Barth, 

1998; Cohen, 2001; Jenkins, 2008), the evidence I put forward is the distinct identity felt by 

professionals working full-time in the area, as expressed by both the interviewees and the 

survey participants. Recognizing that it is not possible to identify oneself with a group that 

does not exist, I suggest that a profession can be delineated by its members through their act 

of identifying with it. Drawing on Abbott’s (1995) thoughts on boundaries and the 

constitution of social entities, I suggest that boundary work can take place much less 

consciously at the microlevel of a profession and that collective identity might be a 

constitutive force. Specifically, expanding Liu’s (2013, 2015, 2018) typology of boundary 

work, I introduce the concepts of boundary erasure and boundary emergence – effectively 

variants of boundary blurring (Liu, 2008; Wimmer, 2008) and boundary making – in order to 

help understand how the contours of an emerging profession can arise (Abbott, 1995) and 

how a more informal form of social closure (Macdonald, 1985) can occur in an occupation. 

Overall, the inside-out approach that I employ to acknowledge the practice of tax in Canada 

as a distinct profession is one that I suggest could be used more widely to recognize 

professions that are emerging or that do not correspond to the ideal form of law or medicine 

(Abbott, 1995). 

1.4 Overview of chapter 3: A reflection on tax work and the nature of tax expertise 

Focusing on the actual work performed within the tax field, my second study 

addresses the question, what is the nature of this work and the underlying expertise? While 

the work of practitioners has been extensively examined in the tax literature, studies largely 

fall either into a micro category, which looks at specific aspects of tax work (e.g., Bonner et 

al., 1992; Magro & Nutter, 2012; Roberts, 1998; O’Donnell et al., 2005) or its relation to 

other factors or influences (e.g., Long & Basoglu, 2016), such as ethics (e.g., Frecknall-
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Hughes et al., 2017), or a macro category, which focuses either broadly on the overall market 

for tax work (e.g., Hasseldine et al., 2011) or general categorizations of this work (e.g., 

Frecknall-Hughes & Moizer, 2015). I contend that the one stream of literature ignores the 

nature of the field more broadly, whereas the other stream tends to take the more specific 

content of the work – which is at the heart of the field – mostly for granted. Drawing on the 

landscape metaphor often employed in the professions literature (Liljegren, 2012), I suggest 

that to achieve the integrated understanding of tax work called for by others (e.g., Frecknall-

Hughes & Kirchler, 2015), consideration must be given to how the “trees” that might be 

understood through part of the literature make up the “forest” that are the focus of other 

studies. 

Examining the five categories of work that characterize the tax field, I use mapping as 

an alternative (Weick, 1989) to develop a framework that shows how various tasks 

interrelate. Guided by Abbott’s (1988) theorization on professional work, I describe both the 

nature of the specific expertise underlying the different forms of work and explain how tax 

work differs in its essence from the professional work that both accountants and lawyers 

more traditionally perform. While the mapping helps link the two streams of literature 

identified, it also offers an understanding of how the actual tasks that practitioners take on in 

the workplace arena assemble into a domain (Leicht & Fennell, 2001). As Abbott (1988) 

states, “the link between a profession and its work” fundamentally forms its jurisdiction (p. 

20). In this regard, aside from potentially serving as a research tool for spotting gaps in the 

literature and for problematization (Alvesson & Sandberg, 2011), the framework might also 

help resolve some existing theoretical puzzles (Barley & Kunda, 2001). Specifically, it may 

explain why jurisdictional battles have not occurred between the accounting and legal 

professions over the work at the core of the tax field in the way that Abbott’s (1988) 

theorization might predict. Although the “pure tax advice” in question might be one of the 
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most elite forms of work, it is precisely at the core where it is the most difficult to distinguish 

the work of accountants from that of lawyers (Brown, 1998), because – as I suggest – neither 

profession controls the relevant cognitive base (Abbott, 1988; Macdonald, 1995), and 

practitioners stemming from both only acquire the applicable skill after specializing in the 

area. The distinctive nature of this work not only provides a basis for the collective identity 

expressed in my first study, but it also further supports the position that the practice of tax 

forms a separate occupation (Abbott, 1995). 

1.5 Overview of chapter 4: Internal professional rifts over the formal recognition of tax 

specialists 

As I effectively argue in my first two studies that there is a de facto profession in the 

tax field in Canada based on the distinct nature of the work and the collectivity performing 

this work, the natural question that arises is why has there not been a more formal recognition 

of this to date? Given that the matter has been long considered (Bradshaw, 1976; CICA, 

1981; Englebert, 1966), a slightly rephrased question might be, why have attempts to more 

formally acknowledge tax practitioners not succeeded thus far in Canada? 

Started as part of a larger research project investigating the overall evolution of the 

Canadian tax field, my third study focuses on a single episode that occurred between 1997 

and 2002. At that time, pursuant to the Vision Task Force (CICA, 1996), the Canadian 

Institute of Chartered Accountants (“CICA”) considered certifying tax specialists. Although 

suggesting at the time that the proposed vision depended on a formal program of 

specialization, the initiative ultimately failed, as the profession was not unified on the issue. 

Drawing on Bucher and Strauss’ (1961) theorization on occupational segmentation 

and expanding the analysis with the notion of institutional logics (Friedland & Alford, 1991; 

Thornton & Ocasio, 2008), as Ramirez et al. (2015) suggest, my study examines the three 

main constituencies in the debate and explores the diverging interests that motivated each. 
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Whereas the professional associations and the national firms were largely driven by narrower 

motivations, the rest of the membership, representing the smaller firms and individual 

members, appear to have been motivated much more by broader ideals. In this regard, the 

study provides deeper insight into professional values and how the protection of the public 

interest (Adams, 2016; Baker, 2005) may be understood by different segments. On the one 

hand, the findings suggest an even deeper pervasiveness of the commercialism long noted 

within the accounting profession (Hanlon, 1994; Suddaby et al., 2009; Willmott & Sikka, 

1997; Wyatt, 2004). On the other hand, evidence also is offered of the continued co-existence 

of more professional logics in the field, as such values appeared to be more resilient among 

small and medium firms, as others have similarly observed (Lander et al., 2013; Ramirez et 

al., 2015; Suddaby et al., 2009). While the case brings to light another instance of the big 

firms dominating the field (Cooper & Robson, 2006; Suddaby et al., 2007), in contrast to the 

studies on the Vision Project that convey the image of an expansionary profession 

(Greenwood et al., 2002; Fogarty et al., 2006), it provides a further example of a failed 

professional project (Gendron & Barrett, 2004; Shafer & Gendron, 2005).  

1.6 Dissertation outline 

As indicated, the next three chapters contain the described studies. I completed each 

as a stand-alone article. Chapter 2 considers the collective identity of tax practitioners in 

Canada and concludes that the occupational community that has effectively formed around 

tax work can be considered a de facto profession. Chapter 3 maps the tax field with the 

objective of providing a more integrated understanding of tax work and its underlying 

expertise in a way that should assist researchers, educators and the profession. Chapter 4 

investigates the most substantial effort to date to more formally recognize tax specialists in 

Canada and in the process of examining the competing logics that guided different segments 

of the profession, uncovers the internal rifts that ultimately impeded the project. Finally, 
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Chapter 5 concludes my dissertation with a general discussion of the contributions of my 

thesis and a few overall reflections.  
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Chapter 2 

The community of tax practitioners in Canada as a de facto profession:  

The coalescence of an expert occupation as manifested by collective identity 

I’m trying to think of the alternative… If it’s not a profession, what is it then? 

So, I can’t answer that offhand, so I think it is a profession. I’m trying to think, 

“What is it then? What are we all working in?” It’s a small community. Yeah, 

but I see it as a profession. Some work in different environments whether it’s 

the government, whether it’s a law firm, an accounting firm. There’s a lot of 

opportunity to work in different areas. And I’m not even restricting it to 

income tax. There’s sales tax. There’s other areas as well. R&D. Yeah, I 

would say so. I’d say it’s a profession. (ASAM 17) 

 

2.1 Introduction 

Tax professionals have come under increased scrutiny in recent years, with much of 

the focus by international organizations (Turner, 2017; Tansey, 2018), the media (Cashore et 

al., 2016; Hudson et al., 2014) and academia (Addison & Mueller, 2015; Apostol & Pop, 

2019; Hahn & Ormeño Pérez, 2020; Radcliffe et al., 2018) being on their role in tax 

avoidance (McDonnell, 2014). However, while normative claims are common, those 

assigning responsibility directly to tax professionals (e.g., Russell & Brock, 2016) often not 

only fall short in offering practical solutions, but also gloss over the nature of the community 

that they wish to hold to account. Additionally, more in-depth studies typically either focus 

on only a segment of the population (e.g., Feller & Schanz, 2017; Mulligan & Oats, 2016), or 

look at tax professionals as a vague category without any further consideration (e.g., Anesa et 

al., 2019). Yet, in many countries, a single, formally organized tax profession simply does not 

exist (Frecknall-Hughes & Kirchler, 2015; Thuronyi & Vanistendael, 1996). Therefore, the 

academic understanding of a key party in the tripartite relationship in the realm of tax 

planning (OECD, 2008) remains incomplete. The failure to consider more closely the nature 

of this group means that it is unclear if concerns raised with regards to tax work could be 
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addressed effectively at a collective level. 

Part of a larger project, this study considers the body of tax practitioners in Canada. It 

argues that – even though it is not formally organized as such – the collectivity, as a distinct 

occupational community, constitutes a de facto profession. As social identity is a defining 

feature of occupational communities (Van Maanen & Barley, 1984), the evidence relied upon 

is the identification of professionals working in the field. Using a mixed-method approach, 

in-depth interviews, supported by the results of a survey, reveal that practitioners feel a 

distinct identity as tax experts, despite there being no formal profession from which to draw 

such identification, and despite many having been trained initially as lawyers or accountants. 

Embracing “a degree of eclecticism” (Saks, 2016, p. 170), the thesis advanced draws 

principally on theorization around social identity (Jenkins, 2008). The professions literature 

has examined identity (cf. Alexander (2011) and Bevort & Suddaby (2016) as recent 

examples in law and accounting), but usually, the subject tends to be the individual, with 

identification arising in a mostly top-down process in the context of a well-established 

profession. Although identity in occupational settings is inherently a multilevel phenomenon, 

with feedback loops affecting its construction (Ashforth et al., 2011), this study ontologically 

shifts the focus from the individual to the community. Maintaining that one cannot identify 

oneself with a group that does not exist, it is held here that an occupational community can 

become defined by its members through their identification with it (Abbott, 1991). Thus, 

instead of an already recognized profession engraining itself in the individual, in expressing a 

sense of collective identity around a distinct form of work, individuals jointly engender the 

community with which they identify. 

As identification occurs around boundaries (Barth, 1998; Cohen, 2001; Jenkins, 

2008), this study considers the collective identity observed as evidence of boundaries having 

formed around the occupational community (Van Maanen & Barley, 1984) within the tax 
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field. While boundary work (Gieryn, 1983) has long been investigated in the professions 

literature (Lamont & Molnar, 2002), the focus typically is on processes of distinction (e.g., 

Annisette, 2017). As Liu (2013, 2015, 2018) suggests, though, a multiplicity of boundary 

work can take place within professional fields. Emphasizing differences with colleagues from 

their original professions and simultaneously perceiving a high degree of similarity with 

others practicing tax, regardless of their background, the participants in this study effectively 

drew an intersubjective boundary (Van Maanen & Barley, 1984) around their occupational 

community. Unlike the more commonly considered and more consciously directed forms of 

boundary work traditionally led by elites within established professions, this study shows 

how boundaries can become reshaped in a less deliberate and more organic way at the 

grassroots level of an occupation. Expanding Liu’s (2013, 2015, 2018) typology, boundary 

erasure and boundary emergence – effectively variants of boundary blurring (Liu, 2008; 

Wimmer, 2008) and boundary making – are introduced as concepts to help understand how 

the contours of an emerging profession can arise (Abbott, 1995b) and how a more informal 

form of social closure (Macdonald, 1985) can occur in an occupational field. 

By presenting an empirical case which explicitly combines the notion of collective 

identity with occupational boundaries, this study makes several contributions. Professions 

when “appropriately unpacked” (Van Maanen & Barley, 1984) are occupations (Anteby et 

al., 2016; Hodson & Sullivan, 2008; Volti, 2012) and more abstractly, collectivities built up 

around specific forms of knowledge-based work (Torstendahl, 1990). In their less idealized 

or more emergent states, professions can be elusive, so using identity to look at a professional 

community from the perspective of its members (Van Maanen & Barley, 1984) or the inside 

out (Cohen, 2001), as done here, is a way to understand and to recognize them. Beyond 

expanding how occupations can be theoretically conceived and empirically demonstrated, the 

study also offers an alternate way of viewing tax practitioners more generally. Notably, by 
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suggesting that a separate occupational community has formed, it challenges the long-held 

field assumption (Alvesson & Sandberg, 2011) that tax experts are simply specialists within 

other fields (Ariens, 1994; Lamb, 2005; Stone, 1968; Weber, 1977). 

Adopting the view that the community of tax practitioners has morphed into an expert 

occupation that is distinct from the accounting and legal professions would not only affect 

future research, it could also have practical implications. For instance, more formally 

recognizing this occupational community may provide a more effective association-based or 

community alternative to the market- and state-based approaches to regulation (Adams, 2017; 

Adler et al., 2008; Krause, 1996; Puxty et al., 1987; Streeck & Schmitter, 1985). Instead of 

perpetuating the infinite regress of legislative changes (Bank, 2001; Studniberg, 2012), some 

suggest (Stuebs Jr. & Whiteaker-Poe, 2018; Stuebs & Wilkinson, 2010) that aiming reform 

directly at the tax profession would better address recent societal concerns, something that a 

more clearly defined community could potentially achieve by officially committing itself to a 

professional logic (Freidson, 2001). More narrowly – if more formally recognized – such a 

group not only could offer a basis for regulating the rigor of tax work, effectively protecting 

clients from less competent or unscrupulous practitioners (Drumbl, 2014; Graney, 2018; 

Paskell-Mede, 2001; Soled & DeLaney Thomas, 2017; Wu, 2014), it may also provide a 

novel way of resolving the ongoing debate about extending privilege to tax advisors who are 

not lawyers (Colapinto, 2014; Ivankovich, 1994; MacArthur, 2019; Singer, 2019; Studniberg, 

2013). 

Finally, beyond the theoretical and practical contributions, this study also adds to the 

literature with its approach. Although not new to the social sciences (Denzin, 2009; Greene et 

al., 1989; Jick, 1979; Sieber, 1973), scholars have increasingly embraced mixed-method 

design (Bryman, 2006; Cameron & Molina‐Azorin, 2011; Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004; 

Molina-Azorin et al., 2017; Tashakkori & Creswell, 2007), including those within the 
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accounting field (Grafton et al., 2011; Modell, 2009, 2010). However, while the potential of 

this approach is acknowledged (Fraser, 2014; McKerchar, 2008, 2012), few employ it in tax 

research (Hahn & Ormeño Pérez, 2020), and more generally, mixed-method studies tend to 

be quantitatively driven (Morgan & Hoffman, 2020). Directly rounding out the findings from 

a set of in-depth interviews with data from a survey, this study combines both in a 

qualitatively driven way (Mason, 2006), with the qualitative and quantitative components 

together offering deeper and more integrated support than more basic forms of triangulation 

(Denzin, 2009; Jick, 1979; Modell, 2005, 2009). 

The study begins by outlining the relevant theoretical concepts. After a description of 

the method employed and the study’s participants, a background is provided of the Canadian 

tax field, before the findings are presented and discussed. Potential implications arising from 

the conclusion that the community of tax practitioners is a distinct profession, as well as some 

suggestions for future research, conclude the study. 

2.2 Theoretical framework 

2.2.1 Professions, occupations and communities 

As conceptually, professions are simply occupations characterized by specific 

attributes (Anteby et al., 2016; Hodson & Sullivan, 2008; Volti, 2012), it is useful to define 

this more general category at the outset. Anteby et al. (2016) explain that occupations “are 

first and foremost social entities” (p. 187). As per Abbott (1995b, 2005), at the most basic 

level, ideal occupations unite three aspects, which Anteby et al. (2016) incorporate into a 

working definition. Reformulating Abbott’s (1995b, pp. 873-874; 2005, p. 322) and Anteby 

et al.’s (2016, p. 187) conceptualizations, an occupation can be described as a particular 

group of people performing a particular category of work, which combined exists outside of a 

specific workplace, partly through institutions, which permit a reproduction of the 
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community and its work from one generation to the next. 

With regards to the professions, definitions have been fiercely contested (Evetts, 

2006; Malatesta, 2005; Sciulli, 2005a, 2005b; Torstendahl, 2005). While functionalists have 

long debated the traits that characterize professions (Carr-Saunders & Wilson, 1933; Goode, 

1969; Greenwood, 1957; Parsons, 1968), Neo-Weberian scholars (Freidson, 1970; Johnson, 

2016; Larson, 2013) have in their conceptions focused on the status and social closure 

(Macdonald, 1985; Parkin, 1974) that groups strive for through their power and collective 

actions.1 Ultimately, as Abbott (1991) points out, “the term ‘profession’ is more of an 

honorific than a technical one”, with any definition being disputed by “those who reject its 

implied judgments about their favorite professions” (p. 18). As Evetts (2006) states, there has 

been a longstanding recognition among sociologists dating back to at least Hughes (1958) 

that the distinction between occupations and professions is really one of degree rather than 

kind. Thus, the preoccupation of trying to distinguish professions from semi-professions or 

other specialized occupations (Goode, 1969) arguably misses the point. Explaining that to 

most “it no longer seems important to draw a hard and fast line between professions and 

occupations but, instead, to regard both as similar social forms that share many common 

characteristics”, Evetts (2006, p. 134) calls for a more pragmatic approach to the subject. 

Adopting such a tactic, this study substitutes rigid definitions with a more flexible or 

“ecumenical” (Sciulli, 2005a) understanding of professions. Rather than adhering to any 

specific school of thought, it draws on some key elements that the literature more broadly 

associates with professions, which are commonly acknowledged and which could aid the 

understanding of emergent forms of expert work. To begin, a basic feature of professions and 

 

1 Most recognize these two strands, but sometimes they are labelled differently and additional streams are often 

identified (e.g., Saks, 2016), including the ecological view, which focuses on the relations between professions. 

Others (e.g., Abbott, 1988; Saks, 2012, 2016; Torstendahl, 1990), including accounting (e.g., Willmott, 1986) 

and law (e.g., Liu, 2013) scholars, provide good summaries of the literature, so the same is not repeated here. 
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occupations alike is that they are organized around forms of work, which are normally 

performed on a full-time basis (Wilensky, 1964). 

Another attribute defining professions, also associated with the work performed, is the 

aspect of knowledge (Macdonald, 1995). The centrality of knowledge and expertise accounts 

for why professions have been long associated with prolonged training or higher levels of 

education (Wilensky, 1964). As Torstendahl (1990) states, it figures prominently as the 

quintessential element in both the English and continental literatures. How knowledge is 

defined or qualified may vary (Freidson, 1986; Goode, 1969; Parsons, 1968; Perks, 1993; 

Saks, 2012; Wilensky, 1964), but even those contesting its definition (e.g., Goldstein, 1984; 

Hines, 1989) implicitly accept it as a fundamental feature of a profession. In Gorman and 

Sandefur’s (2011) words, “Expert knowledge is the sine qua non of professional work” (p. 

278, emphasis in original). In this regard, Carter et al. (2015) suggest that – in lieu of more 

traditional conceptualizations of professions – it is better to talk of “knowledge workers or 

expert labor” (pp. 1208-1209).  

In stressing the dimension of knowledge, Torstendahl (1990) propounds the notion of 

“knowledge-based groups” (p. 54) as alternate way of conceiving professions, therewith 

revealing the third element, the aspect of a collectivity. Like occupations, professions are 

communities (Goode, 1957). But as collectivities, seen sociologically, both are more than 

mere categories of workers: instead, they are “groups that cohere” (Abbott, 1991, p. 36). It is 

the association that members have with their work that matters. Returning to Anteby et al.’s 

(2016, p. 187) definition, as socially constructed entities, occupations comprise individuals 

that understand themselves (or are understood by others) to be practitioners of an identified 

category of work and recognize themselves as members of this occupational community (Van 

Maanen & Barley, 1984). Listing the characteristics of professional communities, Goode 

(1957) starts with the premise that “[its] members are bound by a sense of identity” (p. 194). 
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Indeed, the degree to which individuals identify with an occupation can be a measure of 

occupational coherence (Abbott, 1991, p. 37). 

Further traits are often associated with professions, including norms and other sets of 

institutions, but this study intentionally limits itself to the aforementioned. Firstly, many 

additional features are arguably the result of varying degrees of formalization and thus more 

gauges of the strength of a profession rather than conclusive signs of its existence. Abbott 

(1991) describes these as the “paraphernalia of professionhood” (p. 18). Especially when 

trying to identify emergent occupations, stressing such aspects can be problematic, not least 

because they are often based on ideal types, with law and medicine typically being the 

principal referents (Abbott, 1995b; Torstendahl, 1990). Having originated in past eras, they 

also can be seen as vestiges, “decoupled from the modern world of experts and expertise” 

(Carter et al., 2015, p. 1208). Finally, as Torstendahl (1990) states, being based largely on 

existing variants from the Anglosphere, it privileges a notion of professions that is very much 

rooted in the English language (p. 48). 

To summarize, stripped of its paraphernalia (Abbott, 1991), a profession is nothing 

more than an occupational community (Van Maanen & Barley, 1984), which itself can be 

viewed as a social entity built up around a particular form of expert work. As a more general 

category, the term “community” also resists easy definition (Cohen, 2001, p. 11). Community 

is a relational concept, involving commonality and distinction between those within and those 

outside its boundaries (Cohen, 2001). As boundaries encapsulate “the identity of the 

community” (Cohen, 2001, p. 12), identity offers a way to identify a community, so the 

concept of identification is examined next. 

2.2.2 Identification and the constitution of collectivities 

Calling them “root constructs”, Albert et al. (2000) state that “identity and 
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identification are powerful terms” as they speak “to the very definition of an entity”, be it an 

individual, group or organization (p. 13). At its base, Jenkins (2008) describes identity as:  

[…] the human capacity – rooted in language – to know ‘who’s who’ (and 

hence ‘what’s what’). This involves knowing who we are, knowing who others 

are, them knowing who we are, us knowing who they think we are, and so on: 

a multi-dimensional classification or mapping of the human world and our 

places in it, as individuals and as members of collectivities (p. 5). 

Stressing that identity is a practical accomplishment or something resulting from a process 

instead of a trait, Jenkins (2008) submits a more apt term is identification, which is “the 

systematic establishment and signification, between individuals, between collectivities, and 

between individuals and collectivities, of relationships of similarity and difference” (p. 18). 

Two of several relations emphasized by Jenkins (2008), similarity and difference are 

inherently intertwined, reflecting “each other across a shared boundary” (p. 103). They 

ultimately form “the dynamic principles of identification” (Jenkins, 2008, p. 18). Jenkins 

(2008) is influenced by Cohen (2001), who stresses that implicit and explicit contrast informs 

the social self (p. 115). Assimilation and differentiation more broadly are processes inherent 

in all social classification, and – borrowing from Simpson (1961) – Zerubavel (1996) refers 

to these acts as “lumping” and “splitting”. Combined, lumping and splitting enable 

categorization, which is central to understanding the groups that are the heart of collective 

identity (Jenkins, 2008). Collectivities are intrinsically “more abstract and elusive” than 

individuals (Jenkins, 2008, p. 103), so grasping the similarities and differences implied by a 

grouping will foster a recognition thereof. 

Defined by an internal-external dialectic, identification is experienced in three distinct 

orders (Jenkins, 2008): the embodied individual order, the inherently relational interaction 

order, and the externally established institutional order.2 Drawing on Wiley (1988), Ashforth 

 

2 Likely given the common influence of Giddens’s (1984) structuration theory, the orders resemble the identity 

levels Ashforth et al. (2011) describe. Despite the resemblance, Ashforth et al. (2011) draw a clear distinction 
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et al. (2011) explain how individual identities are nested in extra-individual identities and 

how “macro and micro levels of analysis are reciprocally linked” (p. 1145). Moving from the 

intrasubjective through the intersubjective to the generic subjective, “I think” becomes “We 

think” and finally “It is” (p. 1146). Identity influences are not unidirectional, though, with the 

intrinsic duality of identification being fundamental (Jenkins, 2008). As Barth (1998) 

explains, identity is about “self-ascription and ascription by others” (p. 6). This ascription by 

others is external identification, which can ensue by way of labelling (Jenkins, 2008). Thus, 

identification is both internal and external, and it occurs on multiple levels. 

Collectivities exist in the institutional order and are a kind of category, but categories 

are more minimal, as they do not require collective identification (Jenkins, 2008). The mutual 

recognition of a category by its members is the first step towards group identification, which 

“always implies categorization” (Jenkins, 2008, p. 111). Collectivities are intersubjectively 

created through the simultaneity of group identification and categorization. Specifically, 

“group members, in recognising themselves as such, effectively constitute that to which they 

believe they belong” (Jenkins, 2008, p. 106). Essentially, this “consciousness of kind” 

(Gusfield, 1975, p. 34) forms “the fundamental basis for a community” (Van Maanen & 

Barley, 1984, p. 295). As Cohen (2001) explains, community does not exist in social 

structure or even in “the doing” of social behavior as much as in “the thinking” about it or in 

the “meaning for its members” (p. 98). Appreciating that collectivities are constituted through 

processes of identification opens up a way to identifying them in practice. Rather than 

analyse the form of a collectivity “from an external vantage point”, the idea is to elicit the 

perceptions of its self-identified members in an effort “to penetrate the structure, to look 

outwards from its core” (Cohen, 2001, p. 20, emphasis in original). 

 

between levels of the self, which is “how the individual conceives of his or her identity” and levels of analysis, 

which refer to the entity itself, typically the individual, the group, or the organization (p. 1144). 
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The accounting literature has extensively examined identity, but usually from another 

perspective. To begin, many studies focus on individual and organizational (e.g., Empson, 

2004; Gendron & Spira, 2010; Haynes, 2006; Morales & Lambert, 2013) versus occupational 

forms of identity. As occupations transcend organizations, occupational identity constitutes 

“an odd case” (Ashforth et al., 2011, p. 1153), which is much less studied (but see Ahrens 

and Chapman (2000) for a notable exception in accounting). Operating on multiple levels 

(Barbour & Lammers, 2015), extra-organizationally, professional identity is similar to 

occupational identity, and it has figured much more prominently in accounting research.3 

While struggles between multiple identities are germane, the focus still differs fundamentally. 

Paraphrasing Glynn (2008), identity in these studies is more about the essence of who one is, 

rather than a claim to a social category. As distinguished by Cerulo (1997), a more micro-

sociological perspective dominates, emphasizing the “me” rather than “the ‘we-ness’ of a 

group” (pp. 385-386). Moreover, a profession’s existence is normally presupposed, with it 

being the originating influence of the identity in question. Here, the subject is not the 

individual but the collectivity, with the expressed identity of the former being construed as 

evidence of an occupational community that has not yet been formally recognized. As the 

expressed identification occurs across boundaries and as boundaries mark “the beginning and 

end of a community” (Cohen, 2001, p. 12), this concept is discussed more next. 

2.2.3 Boundaries and the stringing together of social entities 

Boundaries are central in the formation of group identities and the social construction 

of professions, but given the “inter-disciplinary, multi-faceted and diffuse nature” of the 

concept, their theorization can be difficult (Heracleous, 2004, p. 99). Lamont and Molnar 

(2002) review how the notion has been applied in the social sciences. Although insights come 

 

3 Guo (2015, 2018), Bevort and Suddaby (2016), and Brouard et al. (2017) offer recent examples in a long 

stream, dating back to seminal studies like Covaleski et al. (1998). 
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from disparate fields – including, Barth’s (1998) seminal work on ethnic groups – of 

particular note is how boundaries and boundary work (Gieryn, 1983) have figured in the 

social and collective identity, as well as in the professions and work literatures (Lamont & 

Molnar, 2002). While intra-individual processes are emphasized in social psychology (e.g. 

Tajfel & Turner, 1985), social identity studies in sociology (e.g. Jenkins, 2008) typically 

consider “the content and interpretative dimensions of boundary-work” (Lamont & Molnar, 

2002, p. 171, emphasis in original). As alluded to earlier, conceptually, professions are 

inextricably rooted in demarcation, with scholars traditionally trying to distinguish a set of 

privileged occupations from more ordinary ones (Lamont & Molnar, 2002, p. 177). 

Monopolistic closure (Parkin, 1974) exemplifies the apex of exclusionary demarcation, but 

Lamont and Molnar (2002) also point to more lateral dynamics near the boundaries of 

professions (à la Abbott (1988)) and within workplaces. Fundamentally, the two literature 

streams evoke distinct metaphors: Whereas the first largely sees professions occupying 

positions within a hierarchy, the second views them through the analogy of a landscape 

(Liljegren, 2012), which is the prism privileged here. 

Building on Abbott’s ecological view, Liu (2013, 2015, 2018) develops the concept of 

boundaries further as it pertains to the formation of professional jurisdictions. Abbott (1988) 

identifies different forms of jurisdictional settlements, but Liu (2013) suggests that he fails to 

offer “an analytical framework for examining the social construction of those settlements” (p. 

676). Moreover, while Abbott more generally insists that the sites of interest are effectively 

the boundaries between professions, in trying to explain the origin of social work (1995a), he 

concedes that his initial theory failed to adequately account for emerging professions 

(1995b). To address this, Abbott (1995b) recommends that researchers “start with boundaries 

and investigate how people create entities by linking those boundaries into units” (p. 857). 

Professions are thus “things of boundaries” (Abbott, 1995b), or as Liu (2018) puts it, “social 
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entities emergent in the processes of constructing social boundaries” (p. 46). The relation 

between both is intrinsic, but with respect to entities’ origins, Abbott (1995b) posits that 

boundaries temporally precede entities. Characterizing boundaries as “sites of difference” 

(Abbott, 1995b, p. 862) rather than borders, he suggests that entities are constituted by 

stringing together such local oppositions. Conceptually, these oppositions link to the notion 

of contrast, as well as the similarities and differences that are mirrored across identity 

boundaries (Cohen, 2001; Jenkins, 2008; Lamont & Molnar, 2002). Globally then, social 

entities can be conceived by way of the boundaries that form them (Abbott, 1995b). 

Ontologically, this entails a theoretical shift from “boundaries of professions” to “professions 

of boundaries” (Liu, 2018, p. 46). 

Boundary work helps elucidate the development of boundaries, even if fluid use may 

have turned it into a “garbage can” concept (Liu, 2015, p. 3). Liu (2013) defines boundary 

work as “the process by which a social actor defines the boundary of its spatial location vis-à-

vis the locations of other social actors” (p. 676). Jurisdictions are spatial territories, and Liu 

(2015) notably contrasts the spatial construction of social space with the boundary work 

related to social and cultural distinction (Bourdieu, 1979; Lamont, 1992, 2000). Comprising 

three broad categories, Liu (2013, 2015, 2018) develops a typology of boundary work to add 

nuance to a concept that has been largely undifferentiated in the literature (Liu, 2015, p. 1). 

Encompassing the “process of demarcation” (Liu, 2018, p. 48), he terms the first type as 

“boundary making”. Being the form typically considered in the literature (Liu, 2013, 2015), it 

includes the aforementioned processes of distinction. As per Liu (2015), though, boundary 

work can also operate conversely, “blurring existing boundaries and making the distinction 

between professional jurisdictions ambiguous” (p. 676). Liu (2008, 2013, 2015, 2018) calls 

this “boundary blurring”. Thirdly, “boundary maintenance” – involving the adjustment or 

balancing of boundaries by third parties – is less relevant here, although Liu (2013, 2015) 
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usefully explains that it can occur passively. Overall, the “emergence and transformation of 

social structures, large or small, always involve boundary work, a general social process that 

defines the spatial and symbolic boundaries between actors” (Liu, 2015, p. 17). 

While Liu (2008, 2013, 2015) applies the concept of boundary work to the emergence 

of the legal profession in China, it has otherwise not been extensively used in law, at least as 

it pertains to jurisdictions. The accounting literature has employed the concept more widely 

(e.g., Gracia & Oats, 2012; Hazgui & Gendron, 2015; Mikes, 2011), but as Annisette (2017) 

states, its application to the establishment and reproduction of the professional field itself is 

more limited, with Golyagina and Valuckas (2020) being a recent exception. Thoroughly 

reviewing closure-based studies in accounting, Annisette (2017) points out that most start 

with the premise of an “already isolated, self-contained field of professional practice” (p. 41). 

Thus, they “typically pre-empt important questions about how the field itself comes to be 

constituted both as an isolated, autonomous field of practice, and as a field of hierarchically 

differentiated practitioners” (Annisette, 2017, p. 41). Whereas her article – which examined 

how foreign-trained accountants were differentiated from those trained in Canada – is an 

instance of the latter, this study offers an example of the former.  

Overall, the theoretical arguments can be summed up as follows: a profession is 

essentially nothing more than an occupational community, which itself can be seen more 

broadly as a social entity. While boundaries delineate all three, when an entity has not been 

formally acknowledged – as may be the case when it is emerging – these boundaries may not 

be evident. As collective identity forms around the same boundaries, it lends itself as 

evidence of the contours of a community and more crucially the existence of the collectivity 

itself. Thus, by investigating the identification experienced by its members – beginning with 

an examination of similarity and difference and finishing with the explicit acknowledgement 

of the collectivity – the presence of a community can be established. It is suggested that this 
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approach from the inside out and from the bottom up is useful in trying to understand any 

emergent occupation or profession that has not yet been officially recognized. Having 

outlined the relevant theoretical concepts, the method is described next. 

2.3 Method 

Van Maanen and Barley (1984) submit that to understand occupational communities 

researchers must start by going to the field. Employing a mixed-method approach, this study 

is part of a project examining the practice of tax in Canada. The main material comes from a 

series of interviews conducted in 2015, supported by a web-based survey carried out in 2017, 

which explored several themes further. Appendix A describes in detail the procedures 

followed for both. 

Mixed-method research has been described as an approach that integrates qualitative 

and quantitative methods in a way “where neither type of method is inherently linked to any 

particular inquiry paradigm” (Greene et al., 1989, p. 256). The advantage of counterbalancing 

weaknesses of one method with the strengths of another has long been recognized (Creswell 

& Plano Clark, 2011; Denzin, 2009; Jick, 1979) and combining disparate approaches is a way 

to avoid “replicating bias” (Axinn & Pearce, 2006). Compared to narrower forms of 

triangulation, using multiple methods can provide insight into “different aspects of empirical 

reality” (Denzin, 2009, p. 26). Embraced by those with philosophies situated between the two 

traditional poles (Denscombe, 2008; Feilzer, 2010; Fraser, 2014; Modell, 2010), mixed 

methods allow scholars to transcend the “inductive-subjective-contextual” and “deductive-

objective-generalizing” divide (Morgan, 2007). In particular, the approach offers social 

researchers the possibility to link more subjective individual perspectives with more objective 

structures (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011), or to use participants’ perceptions as “a window 

on to a reality beyond those perceptions” (Healy & Perry, 2000, p. 120). 
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Adopting a transferability sequential design (Morgan, 1998; Morgan & Hoffman, 

2020), the qualitative part of this study informed the quantitative one (Mason, 2006). 

Supplementing interviews with a survey is not new (Sieber, 1973); in fact, it is how methods 

are most frequently mixed (Bryman, 2006). The strategy can be effective, as it combines a 

less structured approach, which entails a high level of involvement with a population, with 

one more structured, but which involves researchers less directly (Axinn & Pearce, 2006). 

While the survey designed allows for a more systematic exploration of the population of tax 

practitioners in Canada (McKerchar, 2012), the intent was to establish that the findings were 

not an artifact of the way the interviews were conducted (Denzin, 2009; Grafton et al., 2011; 

Modell, 2005, 2009; Morgan & Hoffman, 2020).4 Overall, 116 completed responses were 

collected, corresponding to a participation rate of 55% and a completion rate of 79%.5 

The study is additionally informed by material gathered for two related historical 

investigations. The first examines the evolution of the Canadian tax field from 1945 onward. 

In addition to documentary evidence, this project has involved in-depth discussions with over 

50 tax practitioners who had started their career prior to the 1971 Tax Reform or shortly 

thereafter, with some having work experience dating back to the 1950s. The second is a case 

study about a failed attempt to formally recognize tax specialists, which occurred between 

1997 and 2002 (Hahn, 2021b). It relies on interviews with 31 individuals directly involved in 

(or very familiar with) the initiative, as well as a review of archival material. 

 

4 Instead of generalizing in the statistical sense, the survey offers a “reality check” of the interview findings. 

While not a case of member-checking in the strict sense (Creswell & Miller, 2000), the survey nevertheless 

constitutes a form of checking with the membership more broadly. Whereas the researcher approached 

individuals for the interviews, members of the population selected themselves for the survey. 
5 Response rates cannot be determined for web-based surveys without knowing how many individuals have 

actually seen it or its links (Kaye & Johnson, 1999; Van Selm & Jankowski, 2006). To address this, Eysenbach 

(2004) proposes alternate response metrics for online surveys. The participation (or recruitment) rate measures 

how many of the unique visitors to the first page of a survey actually commenced it and the completion rate 

measures the proportion who having commenced it, also completed it (Eysenbach, 2004). For the present study, 

268 individuals visited the first page and 147 effectively started it.  
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Lastly, the larger project is also supported by a series of ongoing informal discussions 

with tax practitioners from Canada and elsewhere, and similar to other accounting studies 

(e.g., Brivot, 2011; Haynes, 2006; Power, 1991), by personal reflections of the author on 

prior experiences, having worked as a tax professional in Canada. On the whole, relying 

directly or indirectly on a range of documents, a survey, and over 185 hours of interview 

material, this study effectively draws on the experiences of about 250 professionals. The 

background of the 154 individuals whose perceptions directly informed the study is 

summarized next. 

2.4 Participant background 

Reflecting the purposeful sampling approach (Koerber & McMichael, 2008) adopted, 

a diverse set of individuals was interviewed, as listed in Table 2-1. By background, 19 (50%) 

were CPAs, 13 (34%), lawyers, two (5%), both, and four (11%), neither. In terms of their 

current or most recent tax-related position, 12 (32%) worked for large law or accounting 

firms, 12 (32%), for small law or accounting firms, and four (11%), in industry. Four (11%) 

others worked in government and the remaining six (16%) worked for organizations, such as 

CPA Canada or the Canadian Tax Foundation (“CTF”), or were full-time Master in Taxation 

students not currently employed. Averaging 23 years in the workforce, most were either in 

the middle or late stage of their career, with many often having other relevant experience, on 

which they were able to draw during the discussions. Additionally, several held positions as 

head of their department, their local or national practice, or their organization, so they were 

able to offer insights extending beyond their personal experience. Finally, most (32 or 84%) 

came from Canada’s two largest cities. 

INSERT TABLE 2-1 HERE 

Table 2-2 details the survey participants’ backgrounds. Like the interviews, most were 
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either CPAs (43%) or legal professionals (40%). Similarly, the largest proportion (47%) 

worked in public practice for accounting firms (32%), law firms (10%), or as sole 

practitioners (5%). As disproportionately more completed the survey in French, and as the 

results are analyzed by language, the right columns summarize the French and English 

responses.6 Two differences are notable: First, all the notaries were from Quebec, reflecting 

the fact that it is the only Canadian province to fully recognize notaries as legal professionals 

(Kay, 2009). Second, there was a clear divergence in terms of primary tax training. Whereas 

most French respondents (81%) completed a tax-related master’s degree, English respondents 

were more likely to have completed the in-depth tax courses offered by CPA Canada (72%). 

INSERT TABLE 2-2 HERE 

There are no readily accessible demographic statistics about the overall population of 

tax practitioners in Canada, so the representativeness of the survey cannot be directly gauged. 

However, comparisons with information available allow for a general assessment, which 

reveals two observations. First, profession-wise, lawyers are slightly overrepresented in the 

sample and CPAs, underrepresented.7 Second, those in government are overrepresented, 

whereas those in public practice are similarly underrepresented.8 There is no indication that 

the sample is otherwise not representative. Thus, even though statistical generalization was  

not the goal, the survey nevertheless offers a preliminary basis to draw inferences about the 

wider community of tax professionals. The Canadian tax field is outlined next. 

 

6 The larger number of French responses is attributable to the university supporting the research being located in 

Quebec. Thus, reminders were targeted primarily to francophones. It is important to note, though, that not all 

French responses were from Quebec, nor all English responses from outside of Quebec. 
7 Nationally, lawyers likely account for 20-25% of the population of tax specialists and CPAs, about 60-75% 

(Brown & Paton, 2003; Evans, 2018). In a privately shared survey conducted in Quebec, the breakdown was as 

follows: lawyers and notaries, just under 30%; professional accountants, about 45%; and others, just over 20%. 

Therefore, the sample is more representative among the French responses. 
8 In the privately shared survey, the proportion working in firms was 67%, industry, 12%, and government, 7%. 
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2.5 The Canadian context 

Both the United Kingdom and the United States have historically influenced Canada’s 

institutions (Mann, 1972), but the professions evolved somewhat differently in each of the 

three (Adams, 2017). Given the national specificity of laws, tax advisers should be 

considered in the context of a country’s culture, legal and economic system (Thuronyi & 

Vanistendael, 1996). Compared to accounting and law, the practice of tax is a relatively new 

vocation in Canada.9 Although the central focus of tax work – the federal income tax – was 

introduced in 1917 (Krever, 1981; Li, 2017), outside government, a full-time occupation did 

not develop until the 1940s (McGregor, 1960; Pound, 2002). While, “[all] advice about tax 

law can be characterized as legal advice” (Thuronyi & Vanistendael, 1996, p. 142), like 

elsewhere (Frecknall-Hughes & McKerchar, 2013), accountants performed much of the work 

in the area from the outset (McGregor, 1960), given that calculations were based on income 

and hence, a natural extension of existing accounting tasks (Brown & Paton, 2003). 

The Canadian tax field has thus traditionally been shared, but there is little evidence 

of the tensions or jurisdictional battles predicted by Abbott (1988) and observed more 

broadly between both professions in other countries (e.g., Anderson, 1957; Dezalay, 1991; 

Dezalay & Garth, 2004; Freedman & Power, 1991; Napier & Noke, 1992). Instead, relations 

have been fairly harmonious (Brown & Paton, 2003; Satov, 1995) and historically marked by 

collaboration, with the Joint Tax Committee, started in 1944 (CPA Canada, 2015), and the 

CTF, jointly established in 1945 (CTF, 2017), being the two most prominent examples. 

A veritable community has emerged in Canada since the CTF’s formation, with its 

individual membership swelling from 23 in 1946 (CTF, 1960) to over 10,000 now (CTF, 

 

9 Both law and accounting have longer histories. The Canadian Bar Association dates to 1896 (CBA, 2014) and 

the Canadian Institute of Chartered Accountants, the main predecessor to CPA Canada, to 1902 (Bernhut, 2002). 

More regional associations are older (e.g., the Association of Accountants of Montreal was formed in 1880 

(Mann, 1979), and the Law Society of Upper Canada, in 1797 (LSUC, 2014)). 
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2017). This growth occurred mostly after the 1971 Tax Reform, a decade which also saw the 

creation of the Association de planification fiscale et financière (“APFF”), the Quebec-based 

tax association with about 2,500 members today (APFF, 2017). Despite its mushrooming 

size, the community remains quite close-knit. Partly, this is attributable to its fractional 

population vis-à-vis the legal and accounting professions, respectively numbering over 

100,000 (FLSC, 2017) and 200,000 (CPA Canada, 2017). Another explanation is the 

engagement of practitioners. The two associations organize many events, with the CTF’s 

annual and regional conferences, jointly drawing up to a quarter of its membership (Ort, 

1995). While many members present papers at these meetings, others contribute actively to 

the various publications of both organizations, including the Canadian Tax Journal, which 

dates to 1953 (Brooks, 2002). 

Although the portrayal thus far implies that the community forms a single collectivity, 

the history of collaboration evidenced by the institutions described does not offer any insight 

into the work performed or how tasks might be divvied. The Canadian tax field could be 

delineated in different ways. For instance, like insolvency practice (Flood & Skodarki, 1995, 

1997), work might be split in a clearly recognized manner, or practitioners may have evolved 

into hybridized experts, as in other disciplines (e.g., Kurunmäki, 2004). As the 

“incontrovertible overlap” in tax advice has been long recognized (Ivankovich, 1994), the 

simplified Venn diagram in Figure 2-1 provides a useful starting point for grasping the field. 

Tax comprises mostly an expanse shared by law and accounting (“A”), but also areas under 

the individual jurisdiction of each profession, and work under the purview of neither. 

Whereas accountants usually carry out tax provision work, litigation – as elsewhere – largely 

remains the “exclusive territory of the legal profession” (Liu, 2013, p. 676). Tax planning 

advice is an example in the overlapping area, whereas transfer pricing, R&D and tax analytics 

exemplify work often performed by others, like economists, engineers or data scientists. 
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INSERT FIGURE 2-1 HERE 

Figure 2-1 – while offering a preliminary outline of the basic composition of the tax 

field – does not provide deeper insight into the specific task areas or the actual jurisdictional 

settlement (Abbott, 1988). For instance, in the zone of overlap, specific tasks could be shared 

or instead subject to a clear division of labor, which itself might be either vertical or 

horizontal.10 A vertical division implies hierarchy, with one group subordinate to another in a 

single jurisdiction. Abbott (1988) cites the dental field as an example, where dentists have 

relegated certain tasks to dental hygienists. In contrast, a horizontal division entails distinct 

jurisdictions, which Abbott (1988) exemplifies with the case of doctors and psychiatrists. 

Finally, tax could be a specialization within law or accounting, or alternatively a form of 

expert work separate from both. In this sense, instead of being an area of hybridization, the 

overlapping zone might effectively be the ground out of which an entirely new occupational 

community might sprout. 

It has been long acknowledged that “hard and fast” (Anderson, 1957) demarcations 

within the tax field are difficult to make, as the boundaries “are inherently unclear” (Thuronyi 

& Vanistendael, 1996, p. 142). Even in areas like litigation, divisions have become blurred, 

as taxpayers can be represented in Tax Court under the Informal Procedure stream by agents 

who are not lawyers (Antonakos & Sulley, 1995; Dolson, 2012). Ambiguities are further 

exacerbated, as there is comparatively little direct regulation of tax professionals (Thuronyi & 

Vanistendael, 1996). Although registration requirements have been explored (CRA, 2014) – 

unlike elsewhere – to date, there is no formalized process for tax agents, so anyone can 

effectively practice tax in Canada (Brooks, 2016, p. 205). Practitioners stemming from the 

legal and accounting professions are subject to their professional codes of conduct, but aside 

 

10 It also does not provide insight into the actual extent of overlap, or how the elements within and outside the 

overlap relate to each other, something which is elaborated by Hahn (2021a). 
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from these broader standards, their tax advice remains largely unregulated. Further, there are 

no specific criteria that one has to meet to declare oneself a tax expert (MacKnight, 1997) and 

those not member of any profession are not compelled to adhere to anything beyond the law. 

At the center of the field, however, ambiguities transcend the elasticity of boundaries 

described in other cases (Liu, 2015). As mapped by Hahn (2021a), advice around tax 

planning and interpretation constitutes the core, which can be distinguished from more 

peripheral tasks, including reporting, evaluation and dispute resolution work. A segregation 

of tasks is present in the more peripheral areas, given that this work usually requires other 

skills – such as litigation or audit expertise – combined with tax knowledge, rather than what 

Hahn (2021a) defines as tax expertise. At the heart of the field, though, is where claims about 

the indistinguishability of tax advice made by both academics (e.g., MacArthur, 2019) and 

the business community (e.g., Canadian Chamber of Commerce, 2013) ring true. As 

Studniberg (2013) states, “[t]he substitutability of a senior tax accountant for a senior tax 

lawyer seems to be fairly widely presumed” (p. 455). Such assertions suggest that instead of 

engaging in collective work that demands “careful orchestration” of different tasks (Flood & 

Skordaki, 1997), in the heartland, tax practitioners are effectively often doing exactly the 

same work. Thus, rather than being different sets of professionals simply cooperating in an 

area, like insolvency experts (Flood & Skordaki, 1995, 1997), tax practitioners, regardless of 

their professional affiliation, could be seen as essentially working in the same occupation. 

Two further tendencies support this stance; first, the place where most practitioners 

work and second, the tax training typically pursued. Like elsewhere (Garth & Silver, 2002; 

Gibeaut, 1998; Picciotto, 1995; Rosenberg, 2000), outside government, more individual tax 

practitioners, including lawyers, work for each Big 4 firm, than for any other single 

organization. Within these firms, different professionals frequently perform the same roles. 

Especially strong similarities in experiences among such individuals can be expected, but 
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they extend further, as other accounting and law firms likewise hire professionals from 

different backgrounds, and practitioners regularly switch jobs between the different types of 

firms.11 Most within the Canadian tax field will also have gone through much of the same 

formal tax training. While the initial education for lawyers and professional accountants 

clearly differs, as in other countries (Black & Black, 2004; Sims & Sunley, 1992), neither 

will usually receive more than a basic introduction to tax, with both customarily completing 

no more than two required courses as part of their degree. Irrespective of their background, 

individuals specializing in tax in Canada will typically enroll in a tax-related Master’s degree 

or the in-depth tax courses offered by CPA Canada, the two having become the primary 

forms of tax training since the 1970s (Hayos & Petrie, 2017). Both routinely attract a mix of 

professionals, with lawyers notably participating not only as students, but also as educators in 

the program run by CPA Canada.12 

Even though tax is often treated as a specialization within other fields, like accounting 

(Cuccia & Magro, 2018; Lamb, 2005), this study submits that a distinct occupational 

community has formed in Canada. Figure 2-2 depicts this alternate view. While tax largely 

encompasses the overlapping expanses traditionally shared by the accounting and legal 

professions, as well as other areas, the center of the field (the darker areas in the middle) can 

be distinguished from the periphery (the lighter areas towards the outside). The core 

comprises the work requiring the tax expertise described by Hahn (2021a), whereas the 

margins consist of those tasks necessitating some tax knowledge, but which demand other 

skills. As to the boundaries, instead of the frontier between accounting and law (outlined by 

 

11 At least seven interviewees had transferred from law firms to accounting firms (or vice versa). The historical 

project also revealed that in the first years after the 1971 Tax Reform, it was also not unusual for law firms to 

second lawyers to the large accounting firms in order to develop expertise in the tax area. Overall, this suggests 

that tax practitioners’ expertise is not very workplace specific. 
12 For example, eight of the 14 lawyers responding to the survey in English completed the in-depth tax course, 

compared to six, who completed a tax-related Masters. 
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the red, short-dashed rectangle A) – where Abbott (1988) would predict jurisdictional 

disputes to occur – it is held that the more relevant border to conceptualizing the Canadian 

tax field is the one encircling the community working in the core (outlined by the green, 

long-dashed rectangle B). Despite not being formally recognized, this latter boundary has 

formed in the field, as evidenced by the occupational identities of individual practitioners, as 

discussed next. 

INSERT FIGURE 2-2 HERE 

2.6 Findings and discussion 

Van Maanen and Barley (1984) suggest that researchers trying to depict occupational 

communities face the dual task of identifying the community and delineating its boundaries. 

To that end, the interviews delved into three relevant themes. First, individuals were asked to 

compare themselves with professional colleagues outside tax and to state how any perceived 

differences or similarities relate to the perceived differences or similarities between 

themselves and their counterparts within the tax world (i.e. lawyers practicing tax if they 

were accountants or accountants practicing tax if they were lawyers). The discussions also 

considered how their more traditional peers typically describe them or how interviewees 

perceived that they were seen by the same. Second, individuals were asked explicitly how 

they label themselves. Finally, views on the nature of the overall collectivity were solicited, 

something topical, as the official recognition of tax specialists was being studied by the CTF 

at the time (Chapman, 2015). Specifically, interviewees were asked for their stance on the 

existence of a tax profession. Throughout, answers were often probed further with additional 

questions. Overall, the individual perceptions gathered offered a “window to reality”, and 

since the survey also examined the latter two themes, multiple perceptions effectively helped 

to triangulate the “picture of reality” that had emerged (Healy & Perry, 2000, p. 123). 
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Largely following the theoretical discussion on identification, the analysis is divided 

into five parts. First, the perceived similarities of those within and the differences with those 

outside the field are discussed. Effectively, this lumping and splitting (Zerubavel, 1996) is the 

initial categorization that helps define the field’s boundaries. Second, the interviewees’ 

identification is analyzed. This “I am” is the labelling by which individuals place themselves 

in the social category occupying the field. Third, the identification of the community more 

widely is considered by examining the survey results. This “We are” confirms the existence 

of a collective identity more broadly, the strength of which is influenced by ties to the field. 

Fourth, interviewees’ and survey respondents’ views on the existence of a tax profession are 

explored. The recognition thereof moves the grouping beyond a category, signaling arrival at 

the generic subjective, or the “It is” (Ashforth et al., 2011; Wiley, 1988). Finally, the reasons 

provided for why there is (or is not) a tax profession are examined more deeply. Exploring 

the considerations raised, the elements defining an expert occupation are separated from the 

paraphernalia (Abbott, 1991; Carter et al., 2015) of professions. 

Although the analysis proceeds sequentially, the simultaneity of the phenomena in 

question makes disentangling some of the underlying aspects not only occasionally difficult, 

but also somewhat arbitrary. For instance, being the basis of categorization, the discussion 

starts by examining similarities and differences, but these are also inherently the basis for 

identification. Further, the recognition of a category and placing oneself in it will often occur 

simultaneously. Finally, while it is held that collective identification arises from a common 

basis of separateness and culminates in the recognition of the collectivity itself, this study 

does not delve into the processes of identification. Instead, what is of interest is the actual 

“accomplishment” (Jenkins, 2008) or the “It is” (Ashforth et al., 2011; Wiley, 1988) of the 

occupational community identified. The point of departure to get to this conclusion is the 

distinctness of the field in question, which is considered next. 
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2.6.1 Lumping and splitting: The demarcation of the terrain 

Overall, as tax practitioners, consistent with perceptions elsewhere (e.g., Caron, 

1994), almost all felt that they inhabit a space largely separate from their more traditional 

peers. Descriptions ranged from this being a “bubble” (LBAPM 5) to a “completely separate 

world” (AIM 18). The following quote summarizes this view: 

[…] tax persons, and I think this is true also in the accounting world, […] they 

are in their world of their own, in a sense. They’re not perceived as part of the 

common base. They’re the outliers. (LBLPM 15)13 

In the extreme, one lawyer even suggested that he is viewed as an accountant, stating: 

I would tell you that if you ask a corporate lawyer to tell you what tax is, he 

would say accounting. I think they have a sense that we’re accountants in their 

firm. I don’t think they really understand that we’re lawyers. They know we’re 

lawyers, they know we’re members of the bar, but I think they think we do 

what accountants do, whereas I think we think accountants do what we do. I 

think we’re lawyers, and accountants are practicing law. And I think our 

colleagues think we’re lawyers but we’re actually practicing accounting, and 

we actually don’t do very much law at all. That’s totally wrong, but I think 

their perception is that tax is accounting. (LBLPM 2) 

This quote highlights that the perception of the field depends on an individual’s perspective. 

It also shows that the distinct nature of the work that tax persons perform is the source of 

many perceived differences and the accompanying sense of separateness. Finally, the 

confusion about who is doing whose work demonstrates that there is no consensus about 

which profession (if any) tax work belongs to.  

Closely tied to perspective was the question of context. Especially for lawyers, the 

work environment affected how they were labelled. Some suggested that those in accounting 

firms are seen as a lawyer by accountants within the firm and as an accountant by lawyers 

outside the firm. The next quote exemplifies the latter: 

A lot of them are lawyers. They went to school in law. They spent their entire 

career at [Big4A], so they’re [Big4A] babies who happen to have a law 

 

13 The coding refers to whether the interviewee was a lawyer, accountant or other, where (s)he worked, whether 

(s)he had attained the level of a partner, and which career stage (s)he was in. Details are in Table 1. 
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degree. So, they’re not that different from the accountants who grew up at 

[Big4A] either. (LBAPM 12) 

This lawyer, who started her career in a law firm, was not alone in her view. However, 

LBAPM 5, a lawyer working in another Big 4, stated that his colleagues labelled him as a 

lawyer, which as a case of the former, illustrates that identity, like similarity and difference, 

are always determined from a specific vantage point (Jenkins, 2008). Context and perspective 

are important as boundaries and the identities arising therefrom are inherently relational: the 

referent matters (Cohen, 2001). Quoting Boon (1982), Cohen (2001) states that all identities 

are constituted by playing the “vis-à-vis” and that the oppositional character is the most vital 

feature in the construction of community and its boundaries (p. 58). Although the boundaries 

encircling the field are primarily of interest here, added distinctions can evidently arise within 

it, as professions are often segmented further (Bucher & Strauss, 1961). 

Given that LBAPM 5 was a litigator, his identification highlights how the actual work 

performed is a third element that matters, in addition to context and one’s perspective. The 

following interviewee, while declaring that he generally sees himself more like accountants 

practicing tax, qualifies this depending on the task: 

There’s more similarity between me now and the accountant than there is with 

other lawyers, for me personally, because I go to court very rarely. I do 

transactions, buying-selling businesses and stuff like that. I’m a little different 

than the attorney that goes to court every day. In that sense, I think there’s 

more proximity between me and an accountant than there is with other 

lawyers. […] for the litigation part of the business, I think I’m probably closer 

to the attorneys. (LSLPM 4) 

The distinction with respect to litigation is not surprising. Traditionally being under the legal 

profession’s jurisdiction (Liu, 2013), accountants are less involved in such work. Thus, in this 

part of the field, less affiliation can be expected. Overall, perceived commonality varies with 

the degree to which work may be shared, with the greatest being in overlapping areas, and the 

least, wherever the work is predominantly performed by one profession. 
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No accountant claimed to have been labelled as a lawyer, but practicing tax, many felt 

more kinship with tax lawyers than with other accountants, as the following illustrates: 

I felt that if I met a tax lawyer when I was practicing tax on the street. I felt I 

was doing much more the same job than him, the same as him than I was 

doing the same job as an auditor. That’s totally different. (ABAPL 13). 

Highlighting the similarity with counterparts in the tax world, this interviewee simultaneously 

emphasizes a perceived distinction with respect to his more traditional colleagues. While they 

are complementary processes, Zerubavel (1996) notes that assimilation and differentiation 

operate on different levels, respectively on the intracategorical and the intercategorical level. 

Lumping occurs when perceived similarities outweigh differences, allowing relatively 

homogeneous mental fields to emerge, and splitting in turn, simply entails widening gaps 

between clusters (Zerubavel, 1996). By seeing similarities with other tax practitioners, 

interviewees lumped themselves together into a category, and by emphasizing differences 

with more traditional peers, they split this category from their original profession. At times, 

this distinction amounted to total estrangement, with several accountants and lawyers 

averring that they had very little contact with their erstwhile peers. Accountants were more 

likely to feel separated from their profession. However, a distinct subset did not feel 

particularly removed, including those not practicing tax full-time, as well as individuals 

working in smaller firms, more as generalists, or in smaller markets. Arguably being in the 

periphery rather than the core of the tax field, the stronger bonds they felt toward their 

original profession can be expected. 

Concerning the ascription by others (Barth, 1998), interviewees identified an array of 

terms, including “geek” or “genius” (LBLPM 15). One participant indicated: 

Other attorneys, they do see us different, sort of the “weirdos” because it's 

probably one of the most complicated laws that there is. (LSLPM 4) 

The quote highlights how labels link to perceived differences. As also illustrated, at times 

selected terms alluded to the professed complexity of tax work, something hardly surprising, 
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given that others have long recognized tax legislation as being “particularly impenetrable” 

(Thuronyi, 1996). Reflecting this, some claimed that their more traditionally practicing peers 

would liken them to “gurus” or even “surgeons” (LBAPM 12). 

The analogy to surgery is noteworthy, as it implies that within the associated 

professions, tax is perceived to be an even more expert form of work, requiring a higher 

degree of specialized knowledge. Considering the label attached more broadly to tax lawyers 

as a group, one interviewee stated: 

The tax guys in a law firm are typically viewed as, I try to say this humbly, but 

we call it “the thinking department” because really practicing tax law is not 

like practicing commercial law. Commercial lawyers are fantastic lawyers, but 

they’re also fantastic business advisors, salespeople, they are a lot of things. 

And they spend very little time in their offices thinking and drafting and 

researching, whereas the tax lawyers really is almost a purely legal practice so 

it’s different. (LSLPM 4) 

Along with the fact that many tend to have their relationships with clients intermediated by 

other professionals, the claim to requiring more abstract knowledge would suggest that, in 

line with the professional purity thesis (Abbott, 1988; Sandefur, 2001), tax could be viewed 

as a purer form of work. While this is left for future research, the quote reasserts two points. 

First, as Hahn (2021a) claims, tax practitioners perform work that is inherently distinct from 

that carried out by more traditionally practicing professional peers. Second, it draws attention 

to the most fundamental element of a profession: namely, expert knowledge (Gorman & 

Sandefur, 2011). Given that tax has long been described as having become “the preserve of 

the specialist” (Arnold, 1990, p. 382), the recurring emphasis on expertise is unsurprising. 

Overall then, there are clearly identifiable similarities among those within the tax field 

and patent differences between these individuals and their more traditional practicing 

colleagues. They may be “gross simplifications” (Cohen, 2001), but as Zerubavel (1996) 

explains, similarity and difference, while not being objective, are not necessarily subjective 

either, and they are certainly not fictions. Lumping themselves together on the basis of 
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similarity, tax practitioners have effectively blurred the boundaries (Liu, 2008; Wimmer, 

2008) that existed between their original professions to the point of erasure. Splitting has also 

occurred, as this category is distinguished from the two traditional professions. As relations 

of similarity and difference share a boundary (Jenkins, 2008), with its implied emergence, a 

terrain has effectively been demarcated. The identification of a separate field is nothing more 

than a form of categorization, though. It is the mutual recognition of this category that is the 

first step to group identification, and simultaneously the two generate collective identity 

(Jenkins, 2008). While feeling “apart and different” underlies shared identities (Van Maanen 

& Barley, 1984, p. 300), the actual identity individuals felt is explored next. 

2.6.2 Identification: “I am” 

Labelling is “the first step in social categorization” (Annisette, 2017, p. 38). Jenkins 

(2008) describes it as the basis of the “external moment of individual identification” (p. 98), 

but clarifies that it is not unidirectional. Whereas the prior section considered the perceived 

external labelling, internal labelling is examined here. In this regard, interviewees were asked 

how they normally present themselves to others, when discussing their occupation. 

Labelling is inherently grounded in language, so one thing should be noted. There is a 

single French term in Quebec for those working in tax – namely, “fiscaliste” – which broadly 

translated means tax expert or tax specialist. Language assists in seeing specific categories 

(Zerubavel, 1996). Thus, given that no single word exists in English, the notion of a 

separately identifiable profession may not be the same as in French. To delve into this, 

whenever possible, the bilingual participants were asked about the terms they use in both 

languages.  

Labels convey information beyond the basic claim to a category, so distinctions might 

simply offer specificity. In this regard, some explained that – as Van Maanan and Barley 
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(1984) suggest – the social situation mattered (e.g., whether one is presenting oneself in a 

business meeting or in a family gathering), as did the effort they were willing to exert in 

describing their occupation. Perhaps the best example of trying to achieve specificity was 

illustrated by those who had attained the rank of partner, as nicely summed up below: 

I would say I'm a tax partner at [Big4B]. In the same three words, you would 

say: Where you’re working – a prestigious firm. Then, you’re in tax. And what 

level you were at – partner. That’s all, very short and simple. (ABAPL 13) 

Praising how this would get to the point, this person clarified that he would be this precise 

only if the context lent itself. Another partner (AOPL 10) contended that most working in a 

Big 4 would more strongly associate themselves with their firm, suggesting that terms were 

frequently imbued with some prestige. This organizational emphasis demonstrates how 

professional identity is often multi-level (Barbour & Lammers, 2015). More basically, 

though, it shows that well-defined labels are easier to use. Being a member of a specific firm 

and working at a specific level specifically in tax are unambiguous categorizations, as the 

entity clearly exists with distinct boundaries and internal structures. Placing oneself into a 

more vague category is much less obvious. 

Whereas the accountants employed a range of terms, including “tax specialist”, “tax 

consultant”, “tax practitioner”, or “tax professional” (and “fiscaliste” in French), the lawyers 

generally identified themselves as either “tax lawyers” or “tax attorneys”. Notably, though, 

they all used a combined term, with nobody stating that (s)he was simply a lawyer. As before, 

the qualified descriptor specifies the work performed. Explaining why she would use “tax 

lawyer”, one interviewee replied, “that is the kind of law I practice” (LBAPL 9). The next 

quote, referring to the even more precise label “tax litigator”, further illustrates this: 

I would say tax lawyer, sometimes tax litigator. I think tax lawyer is probably 

the right descriptor. I don’t typically say I’m a lawyer. I don’t typically say 

I’m a tax professional, I usually just say I’m a tax lawyer. […] When you’re 

speaking to clients, that’s when I’ll say I’m tax litigator, or to potential clients, 

just because they’ll have an idea of what it is I do and when it is they should 

be calling me. (LBAPM 5) 
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The last part again shows how context matters, and that especially in business settings, the 

descriptors often had an associated instrumentality. One accountant (AOPL 10) pointed out 

that it makes sense to emphasize one’s expertise in meetings where one is brought in as a 

specialist. In this vein, small practitioners sometimes saw the label as a way to obtain an 

“edge” business-wise (LSLPM 4). 

Labels communicate the nature of the work that one performs, but they also signal 

association with or dissociation from a community. Typically, accountants made no reference 

to their original profession. Even if they valued their initial training, most did not identify as 

accountants. The following exchange was typical: 

Interviewer:  If I were to ask you what you are or how you would describe 

yourself, are you a chartered accountant who practices in the 

area of tax or are you … 
 

AGL 11: No, I’m not a Chartered Accountant. 
 

Interviewer:  Okay, what are you? 
 

AGL 11: I’m proud of what I’ve done, with the exams I’ve passed, that I 

wrote. I’m a tax specialist for sure. 
 

Interviewer:  You are a tax specialist. 
 

AGL 11: I’m a tax specialist. I don’t know nothing [sic] about the 

handbook anymore. It has been almost 30 years. 

Despite being prompted towards the profession of which he is officially part, interrupting the 

question, this interviewee firmly dismissed this label, insisting emphatically instead on a term 

making no reference to his accounting background. Selecting “tax specialist”, he emphasized 

the different knowledge bases. Though he claimed to appreciate his education, he added that 

he “could have done the same thing without my CA title for sure” (AGL 11). Further, he later 

declared that as tax practitioner he had entered “the world of a lawyer” (AGL 11), implying 

that he was working in a field outside the jurisdiction of accountants. 

Often, as in the previous case, a very instinctive response was given, which was stated 

assertively, especially among accountants. At times, though, there was some uncertainty, 
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frequently revealing itself in how individuals qualified labels. For example, one person from 

industry stated that he was a “tax practitioner with an accounting background” (AIM 18). 

Although he had repeatedly used “tax professional” earlier in the discussion, he elaborated 

that this term could be seen as a broader category. According to him, stating that he was a 

“tax practitioner with an accounting background”, simply acknowledged his initial training. 

Keeping in mind that professions are segmented occupations (Bucher & Strauss, 1961), his 

label was arguably less about identifying with his original profession, and more about 

specifying the subcategory to which he belonged within the tax field. 

Sometimes, in trying to explain in English the term they would use, interviewees 

independently gravitated to the term “fiscaliste”, as illustrated next: 

I find in English it’s a little bit hard because there’s not like a direct translation 

of fiscaliste. There’s like tax accountant or tax lawyer or tax consultant. 

There’s many ways to put it, as opposed to in French fiscaliste covers the 

whole profession. You could be a lawyer. You could be an accountant. You 

could be a consultant. You could be like... anyone that works in the field of tax 

is covered by that term. I find in English it’s a little bit tougher because I could 

call myself a consultant, but a lot of the mandates I do are the ones that the 

lawyers do, and we do also the things that accountants do. So, the terms kind 

of limit you in the perception the profession can have. Generally, in English I 

would go tend to go with tax professional. (ASAPM 19) 

While this practitioner underscored the advantage of a ready, all-encompassing label to 

describe the community working in the tax field and suggested that the closest English 

equivalent might be “tax professional”, another individual rejected it for similar reasons: 

I don’t like the term tax professional because it encompasses a lot of things. It 

encompasses the tax preparers at H&R Block, those are tax professionals. I’m 

not belittling that role, I’m just saying it’s not at all what I do so it’s confusing. 

I think it would be confusing to say tax professional because it doesn’t clarify 

what you do, if anything, it does the opposite. So, I usually don’t. In French, I 

don’t say I'm a fiscaliste, I don’t like that term. I find it’s too general and it can 

be misleading. (LBAPM 5) 

Notably, this interviewee did not dispute that tax professionals exist as a category. Instead, he 

simply rejected labelling himself this way, since – as he conceived it – the term is too broad, 

including those less expert. Favoring the label “tax lawyer”, he preferred to identify with a 
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narrower and possibly more prestigious segment of tax practitioners. 

Two explanations may account for the tendency for lawyers to continue to refer to 

themselves as such. For some accountants distancing constituted a clear rejection of negative 

stereotypes linked to their original profession (Dimnik & Felton, 2006; Friedman & Lyne, 

2001), like being a “bean counter” (ASAM 17), but for most – as already suggested – it just 

reflected that they were engaged in a fundamentally different form of work. Tax advice 

remains legal advice (Thuronyi & Vanistendael, 1996). Since tax lawyers continue to work 

within the context of the law, there was not the same degree of dissociation for lawyers, as 

they still saw it as a “legal thing” (LBLPM 2). Given the distinctly financial nature of tax 

laws, however, they can be expected to develop at least a hybridized identity, something 

which the combined terms imply. 

As alluded earlier, though, the label “tax lawyer” also marks further distinction. One 

interviewee expressly stated that being a tax lawyer has more “cachet” (LBAPL 8), and 

another, that she was proud of being a lawyer, explaining that “it’s a long road to become a 

capable, competent, practicing lawyer” (LBAPL 9). Van Maanen and Barley (1984) suggest 

that “occupational identities are typically presented to others with some pride” (p. 299), but 

there possibly was an added dimension. Overall, being a minority in the community, it is not 

surprising to see tax lawyers identifying themselves explicitly this way, given the proclivity 

of people to focus on what makes them distinct. While never overtly stated, the view that, as 

lawyers, they were part of a more elite subgroup within the tax area implicitly revealed itself 

in some discussions. Speaking about the contrastive nature of identity, Cohen (2001) suggests 

that the desire for distinction can predominate the need to articulate community. Again, this is 

arguably about segmentation (Bucher & Strauss, 1961). Ultimately, the term “tax lawyer” can 

be interpreted as a claim to a position within the tax community, rather a denial of its 

existence or of one’s membership therein. The wider identification with this community was 
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considered by the survey, which is discussed next. 

2.6.3 Identification: “We are” 

When integrated with fieldwork, surveys can correct for any biases observed during 

interviews (Axinn & Pearce, 2006; Sieber, 1973) and also help buttress theoretical arguments 

by demonstrating the generality of observations (Morgan & Hoffman, 2020; Sieber, 1973). 

To more systematically consider how individuals in the tax field identify themselves, the 

survey probed into identity, first in an open-ended way, and second, with a question, listing 

common terms from the interviews, plus some other anticipated labels (see Appendix C for 

details). 

Table 2-3a presents the response breakdown, both by language and by professional 

background. Aside from a few additional terms like “tax auditor” or “financial planner” or 

offering more detail about the precise field of practice, the results were generally similar for 

both questions. Responses also paralleled the interviews. For example, among the English 

participants, accountants again used a range of terms, including “accountant”, “tax 

accountant”, “tax specialist”, “tax expert”, and “tax consultant”, whereas lawyers referred to 

themselves almost exclusively as “tax lawyers” (or “tax attorneys”). As in the discussions, 

virtually nobody simply selected “lawyer”. The French responses were comparable, but for 

“fiscaliste” – the term absent in English – being the most common. It was by far the preferred 

descriptor for those not from either profession, unsurprisingly perhaps, given that they are not 

confronted with an obvious alternate occupational identity. However, many accountants and 

lawyers likewise described themselves as a “fiscaliste”, which meant that among the latter 

there was not nearly the same plurality for “tax lawyer”. Finally, the one English respondent 

who was neither a lawyer nor a professional accountant, in stating that he was a tax expert, 

notably added “in French, ‘je suis fiscaliste’”, again demonstrating the utility of a ready and 

all-encompassing term in expressing one’s occupational identity. 
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INSERT TABLE 2-3a AND TABLE 2-4b HERE 

The multiplicity of labels suggests that individuals’ identification with the field varies, 

but as this might link to their actual level of connection, this was investigated further. Those 

working more on the periphery can be expected to have a weaker sense of identity as tax 

practitioners than those in the core. For instance, interviewees referring to themselves as an 

“accountant” or a variant thereof, such as a “tax accountant”, were either not working full-

time in tax (ASAM 28), or were working more as a generalist (ABAM 33), in small firms 

(ASAL 31, ASAL 32 and LASAL 35), or in small markets (ASAM 29) – all likely at times 

for clients who may request more general accounting work from them. 

In this regard, Table 2-4b shows the breakdown of the terms selected by the survey 

participants by those factors, which are expected to correlate with individuals’ occupational 

identification. Labels referring only to tax, like “tax expert” or “fiscaliste” in French, 

arguably signify the strongest form of occupational identity for those working in the field, 

while those making no mention of tax, such as “accountant”, “notary” or “lawyer”, indicate 

the weakest identification. The two are grouped together as “tax-related labels” and “nontax 

labels” respectively. In the middle, the terms “tax accountant” and “tax lawyer” are grouped 

together as “blended labels”. Results of the Fisher exact test, which is recommended when 

comparing categorical variables in instances with less than five responses per cell (Field, 

2013), are presented on the right to highlight wherever differences are statistically significant. 

Analyzing the factors that are expected to influence the strength of identification with 

the tax field, reveals directionally consistent findings in every case. Except for tax training, 

partial statistical significance was noted for each. As in the interviews, full-time practitioners 

were more likely to select tax-related labels (46% vs. 15%) and less likely to select nontax 

ones (3% vs. 38%) than those working part-time in tax. This relation holds when the work 

involvement is examined by professional background, although the statistical significance 
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disappears for the French responses. In terms of work organization, the results again are as 

expected directionally, but only the French responses are statistically significant. Those in big 

or medium firms, which run the biggest tax departments with arguably the most specialized 

expertise, are more likely to provide core tax advice, so unsurprisingly they selected tax-

related terms more frequently than sole practitioners or those in smaller firms. For the French 

responses, the proportion was 67%, which increases to 75% when only accounting firms or 

only lawyers are considered. Finally, those working in big or medium cities are similarly 

more likely to perform work associated with the core of the field. As in the interviews, they 

selected tax-related labels more often (46% vs. 21%) and nontax labels less often (4% vs. 

21%) than those working in small cities, who are more likely to be generalists (or to perform 

other accounting or legal work). Figures 2-3a, 2-4b and 2-5c visually highlight three of the 

most notable relations for the French responses.  

INSERT FIGURES 2-3a 2-4b AND 2-5c HERE 

Overall, in spite of employing a range of terms, there was a clear identification with 

the tax field among those associated most closely with the core. Notably, almost all (93%) 

full-time practitioners either displayed a blended identity (47%) as a tax accountant or a tax 

lawyer, or identified themselves with a term that solely referencing tax (46%), with largest 

proportion (31%) describing themselves as a “fiscaliste”. Within the same group, there was 

virtually no identification (3%) entirely grounded in the traditional professions, even though 

the majority (81%) stemmed from one of them. As it has been long recognized that identity is 

influenced by one’s work (Gini, 2000; Hughes, 1951), the association with the tax field is not 

particularly surprising. While there is much for future research to tease out further with 

respect to individual identity, the broader identification noted already offers insight into the 

wider collectivity working within the field. 

On its own, collective identity will not determine whether a profession exists, but it is 
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a key aspect of any occupational community (Goode, 1957; Van Maanen & Barley, 1984). 

Without a minimum shared feeling about belonging to an identifiable grouping, it will be 

hard to collectively refer to those working together in an area as a separate profession. While 

occupational coherence can be measured by the strength of this identity (Abbott, 1991), the 

simple act of identifying with an occupation implies its very existence. In this regard, the fact 

that many interviewees and survey participants associated themselves with a vague grouping, 

when most originally came from two clearly defined professions, is particularly notable. If 

identity is “a position within a set of categories” (Glynn, 2008, p. 419), then it is evident from 

the identification observed, that most full-time tax practitioners have placed themselves into a 

distinct category. As per Jenkins (2008), whether conceptually this is anything more depends 

on whether its members mutually recognize it. This explicit recognition is examined next. 

2.6.4 Recognition: “It is” 

Overall, a high degree of consensus emerged around there being an identifiable tax 

profession. While many had not thought about it extensively before, some had considered the 

question surrounding its existence for “many, many years” (LASAL 35). As illustrated by the 

opening quote, though, most quickly concluded that a profession, or at minimum some form 

of a discernible occupational community, indeed existed, as the alternative – that there was 

no such collectivity – simply did not reflect their experience. The following are typical: 

There is a certain sense that there already is a tax practitioner profession…  

[…] it’s very mixed… And the functions we go to as tax professionals, and 

just as professionals, I think, the vast majority of the functions I go to are 

mixed in terms of training, and there’s CTF and there’s the APFF, and there is 

Journee d’études fiscales that are given and seminars, and these are all mixed.  
 

I think there is a certain sense in which that already exists informally. 

Certainly, from our point of view, the tax professionals, I think there is a sense 

in which we are a community, a joint committee, this mixing in some other 

firms. I think there is a sense that, informally, there is already a tax community 

as opposed to tax lawyers and tax accountants... (LBLPM 2) 
 

I think there’s a tax profession. We are governed somewhat by slightly 

different rules. There’s no governing body. There’s a governing body for 
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lawyers and a governing body for accountants, in that sense. But you go to 

these conferences and you got one lawyer speaking and an accountant 

speaking and we tend to speak the same language. We tend to do the same 

thing.[...] We go to the same study groups. So, from an informal perspective, 

we’re a profession. (LBAPL 8) 
 

No, there is a tax profession. I’ve used that term myself several times [in] the 

interview. There is a tax profession. The work of a tax CA, like international, 

you, working in international tax yourself. That’s really tax planning, very 

little compliance apart from the U.S. tax guy. But, international tax, your work 

was much more similar to the work of a tax lawyer than to the work of an 

auditor working in the same firm. (ABAPL 13) 
 

It is a tax profession but there are always different types of people that work 

within it. So overall, we are tax professionals. But just because somebody 

comes from a different background it doesn’t mean that we’re not doing the 

same work for... we are. […] We are essentially like, “there is a tax 

profession”. (AIM 18) 

The quotes again highlight the similarity of the work performed by practitioners regardless of 

their professional background, the mixing within firms and at conferences and events, the use 

of a common language, the joint forms of training, and other forms of collaboration among 

members, all of which are often associated with occupational communities (Van Maanen & 

Barley, 1984). Declaring it a “small community” (LBLPM 15), others said that members 

“understand each other” (ASAPM 19) and “function like a profession” (AOPL 7), and that it 

can be seen as a profession in a “triangular” (ASAPM 19) or a “colloquial” (AOPL 10) way. 

Often, as the third statement above reveals, the term “tax profession” was used throughout the 

discussions – even by those resisting the notion – demonstrating that well before being 

explicitly asked about its existence, individuals were already implicitly acknowledging it.  

Even those uncomfortable with the notion, generally agreed that there was sufficient 

cohesion within the community to consider it a distinct group, as illustrated below: 

It’s a fairly small area. So, I think there is a generally good, quite a bit of 

camaraderie and maybe a perception that it’s a field where people know each 

other and consider themselves as part of a group. So, can you call this a 

separate profession? I’m not sure, but there [is] certainly a level of cohesion 

that if someone impose a tax designation and said like tax people should have 

it, I don’t think that people would be upset. (LBLPM 15) 
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As the further exchange revealed, resistance to the idea of a separate tax profession was often 

due to perceptions of what professions formally entail. Some, like LBAPL 8 quoted earlier, 

were able to acknowledge that a profession could be said to exist – at least informally – 

despite the absence of certain formal elements, but others were fixated on the “paraphernalia 

of professionhood” (Abbott, 1991). Since few doubted the existence of the community itself, 

the hesitancy related mainly to how the collectivity should be characterized. 

Others struggled with the term “tax profession”, because it was more natural for them 

to point instead to the professions traditionally associated with the tax field than to recognize 

something that does not officially exist. The following lengthy quote by someone who very 

strongly challenged the notion of a single tax profession, is particularly noteworthy: 

[…] I would use the medical analogy. Like you have different specialists 

taking care of your health. And let’s say, you are treated for some disease. And 

your doctor […] decides that, “You know, there’s something that I do not 

understand. I would like to explore something, but I would rather bring on 

some specialist in this particular area.” And then you have a doctor who has 

nothing to do with your immediate health issue, but he comes and gives a 

possible solution, or a possible treatment, that your primary doctor would not 

be able to find on his own. To use a lawyer’s example. In the private practice, 

in the law firm that I worked, we had notaries. The notaries were working with 

the tax lawyers. It was really a tax department with a specific sub-group of 

notaries. So, when you do a corporate reorg, you do your legal analysis, and 

everything that is needed from the legal point of view. But you cannot do the 

notary work because in Quebec notaries are specific and discrete area that are 

regulated separately and they have a very particular mandate. So, in these 

circumstances, in order to achieve your client’s goal, you have to use the 

notaries. And they can bring their own expertise which is particular to them. A 

lawyer may have a knowledge of it but definitely not as deep and nuanced as a 

notary. The same thing with accountants. Again, I’m talking from a law 

practice. You do your corporate reorg, you need the accountants. […] So, it’s a 

multi-disciplinary way of practicing law today. Like you, you cannot have one 

person that can do everything. So, you bring in knowledge where you can find 

the best of it. And this is how you help your client. You cannot do it on your 

own, or you may, but maybe it’s not a good idea to do it on your own. So, all 

of us, notaries, accountants, lawyers, we have our strengths and our 

weaknesses, and we practice in different ways and in different areas even of 

tax law. So, we need to work together, whether we are drawing from the same 

profession or from different professions, and the distinction, is it that 

necessary, when you think about it? It’s my example with the medical doctors. 

Like they are all doctors, right? (LGPM 6) 
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While providing valuable insight into the division of some tasks within the tax field, how this 

interviewee ends her description is particularly striking. In completing her analogy to the 

medical field, which she sees as similarly multifaceted, she states that those practicing in the 

area nevertheless are “all doctors”, implying that – despite the different specialties within it – 

the overall group remains one profession. 

Others similarly had difficulty in conceiving the collectivity as a de facto profession, 

given the diversity within the field, resulting partly from the wide range of subspecialties. 

Variation can pose a problem in defining groups, but according to Barth (1998), clustering is 

never absolute. Further, as per Jenkins’s (2008) minimal definition, a group is “a human 

collectivity the members of which recognize its existence and their membership of it: there 

are no implications of homogeneity or definite boundaries” (p. 9). Referring specifically to 

professions, Bucher and Strauss (1961) suggest that homogeneity is more of an external 

fiction than an internal reality. In acknowledging the heterogeneity of the field, many, like 

ASAM 17 and AIM 18 quoted earlier, still insisted that a single tax profession exists. 

Overall, the minimal reality of a group is that “its members know it exists” (Jenkins, 

2008, p. 12). While most interviewees recognized the existence of a distinct occupational 

community and accepted the label “tax profession”, the survey also considered the question. 

A clear majority concurred that the community practicing tax could indeed be referred to as a 

tax profession. Out of 113, 90 (80%) agreed and only 10 (9%) disagreed, with the English 

and French responses being comparable (i.e., 83% and 78% respectively agreeing and 8% 

and 9% disagreeing). While the plurality varied a bit, the consensus held across professional 

backgrounds, with 73% of lawyers, 82% of accountants, and 90% of all others concurring. 

The requisite recognition by members of the occupational community is largely there within 

the Canadian tax field, but as the underlying reasoning remains open, it is examined next. 
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2.6.5 Recognition: Separating the substance from the form 

The survey allowed respondents to explain their answers and Table 2-5 provides a 

sample of reasons why some believed that the community could be referred to as a “tax 

profession”, as well as why others did not believe the same or were unsure. Responses are 

grouped according to theme. Some highlighted the importance of devotion to the field, 

stressing the need to “work in it daily”, which corresponds to the first accepted criterion for 

work to constitute a profession (Wilensky, 1964). More frequent were references to the 

expert knowledge required, the second attribute or the “sine qua non of professional work” 

(Gorman & Sandefur, 2011). Like in the interviews, focusing on similarities in their work, 

respondents lumped themselves together, suggesting that beyond a common understanding, 

practitioners within the tax field developed similar expertise and worked on common 

problems. Finally, characterizing it as a very specialized area requiring knowledge of a very 

complex piece of legislation, many pointed to the extensive training involved. 

INSERT TABLE 2-5 HERE 

Others emphasized the third defining element, the aspect of a distinct collectivity. 

Building on the idea of “dedicated professionals” working in a “precise field of practice”, 

some described it as a “separate world”, exemplifying the same splitting observed in the 

interviews. One offered the following analogy to dentistry: 

Taxation is a domain of its own. Like a dentist who specializes in 

orthodontics. This is an orthodontist. The professional with a degree in 

taxation is a tax professional and requires [a] taxation title. Too often a CPA 

will say that he is a tax specialist without having done the courses. 

While the separateness of the “distinct group” practicing tax again related to the specialized 

expertise and common work, others cited the cohesion of the “core group”. Using terms like 

“family” or “team”, they stressed the “community” that existed within the field. 

Some references to community also provided examples of the institutions and events 
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described earlier, like the CTF and the annual conferences. This suggests that in addition to a 

readily identifiable group performing a readily identifiable form of work, there already are 

identifiable structures within the Canadian tax field, thus fulfilling the three criteria for ideal 

occupations (Abbott, 1995b, 2005; Anteby et al., 2016). Others went further, citing the more 

normative elements frequently associated with professions (Macdonald, 1995). For instance, 

one person stated, “We have the same responsibilities as other professionals, a duty to serve 

our clients well, to be honest with them and to be a reference point in our field”. Most notable 

perhaps was the claim that tax practitioners were already seen as a profession, as it implies 

that even without formalization, recognition of the occupational community presently extends 

beyond the workplace into the public arena (Abbott, 1988). 

Certain structural aspects are clearly present within the field, but as many existing 

institutions and the community more widely lack specific formal characteristics, those who 

contested the notion of a “tax profession” often unsurprisingly cited such absences. There is 

no licensing, legislative framework or professional order related to tax in Canada. The 

simultaneous presence of the same in both traditional professions can understandably divert 

one from seeing the community within the tax field as a profession. Focusing on more formal 

features is natural, but speaking about communities more broadly, Cohen (2001) states that 

“structural form must not be confused with substance” (p. 42, emphasis in original). Whether 

dismissed as “paraphernalia” (Abbott, 1991) or not, many formal elements are arguably just 

the result of occupational communities being officially recognized as professions within the 

legal arena (Abbott, 1988), rather than actually being professions. 

Further reasons for there being no clearly identifiable tax profession broadly fell into 

two related categories. As in the interviews, some cited the heterogeneity of the field, a few 

remarking specifically on the lack of consistency in training or professional obligations. The 

statement that there were instead “many professions” within the community, while accurate, 
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also reflects the basic reality that tax practice remains largely unregulated in Canada. Thus, 

the objection arguably relates more to a lack of desired formalization than the occupational 

community otherwise failing to be a profession. Closely linked was an uncertainty regarding 

the boundaries of a so-called tax profession. Declaring the idea as “too vague” or “too fuzzy” 

and that a “clear line” could not be drawn as to who might be included or excluded from this 

profession, the views occasionally linked to the same concerns about variability in training 

and expertise. As Wimmer (2008) states, though, boundaries can be “soft” or “fuzzy”, as the 

boundary concept “does not imply closure and clarity”, which will vary by context (p. 976). 

Jenkins’s (2008) remarks on the boundedness of collectivities are also insightful here. 

Groups tend to be elusive and often difficult to grasp, since they do not have “a definite, 

bounded material existence in time and space” (Jenkins, 2008, p. 10). Thus, it is unsurprising 

that some resisted the notion of a “tax profession”, even if they accepted more minimally the 

presence of an underlying collectivity. Jenkins (2008) elaborates that “Where a collectivity 

begins and ends is not mappable using the sociometric equivalent of a dressmaker’s tape” (p. 

104). Social closure will allow occupations to delineate clear borders, but Lamont (2001) 

suggests that more subjective boundaries will often precede objective boundaries. In this 

sense, the clear demarcations associated with social closure are again more the culmination of 

a process rather than a defining feature of a profession. They typically result from formal 

state recognition and it is precisely in the legal arena where Abbott (1988) says a profession 

last asserts itself, usually after first becoming established in the workplace and public mind. 

Further, professions have evolved over time, from a simpler and more closed guild-like form 

into much more complex and open communities (Adler et al., 2008). 

Overall, whether an occupation may constitute a profession is better measured by the 

group of practitioners in question having assumed in substance the character of a profession, 

rather than the community having acquired a specific shape. Accepting the distinct nature of 
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tax work (Hahn, 2021a), there is little doubt that within the field in Canada, there is a 

particular group that is engaged in a particular form of work. Members clearly identify with 

this work, and while the community may lack the same formal body or structure of more 

established professions, it has become sufficiently organized to suggest that it satisfies the 

basic criteria of being a distinct occupation (Abbott, 1995b, 2005; Anteby et al., 2016). Given 

the degree of expert knowledge required, given that most practitioners are already 

professionals, and given the overall sense of being apart from the broader legal and 

accounting communities (Van Maanen & Barley, 1984), it is held here that – as generally 

perceived by its members – this occupational community has become a de facto profession, 

irrespective of the lack of official recognition. This premise will be considered in more detail 

in the next section, where the implications of the findings and the potential insights for 

occupations in general will also be elaborated. 

2.6.6 Discussion 

As stated, in trying to depict occupational communities, researchers must consider 

both the community’s existence and its boundaries (Van Maanen & Barley, 1984). This study 

suggests that despite the absence of formal recognition, as a distinct occupational community, 

tax practitioners in Canada already constitute a de facto profession. Outlined in the previous 

section, the three basic aspects of an ideal occupation are all present. An identifiable group is 

engaged in an identifiable form of work and there are identifiable institutions outside of the 

immediate workplace that allow for a reproduction of this work to the next generation of 

workers (Abbott, 1995b, 2005, Anteby et al., 2016). The mutual recognition of this 

collectivity by its members (Jenkins, 2008) transforms it from a mere category of work into 

an occupation (Abbott, 1991). Both the interviewees and the survey participants responded 

with a definite conviction that a discernable group practiced within the Canadian tax field: 

There was a clear sense of community around the shared work and institutions. Most were 
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even ready to attach the label “tax profession” to it, even though such a profession does not 

formally exist. Collectivities on the whole are social artifacts (Cerulo, 1997), and as per 

Cohen (2001), community is largely a “mental construct” (p. 109). Formed this way in the 

minds of members (Van Maanen & Barley, 1984), occupational communities can thus come 

to exist: Enough “I am” becomes “We are” and finally “It is”. 

The identification by practitioners, as noted in both the discussions and the survey, 

helps in establishing the outline of this occupational community. The reality of a community 

depends on the elaboration of its boundary (Cohen, 2001, p. 15), and per Liu (2015), the 

emergence of social structures more generally “always involves boundary work” (p. 17). 

Whereas the actual work performed may characterize a profession (Abbott, 1988), it is 

suggested that the identification that has formed around the work by the very individuals 

performing this work offers insight into the contours of the expert occupation that has 

emerged in the tax field. In this regard, the processes of identity – i.e. the identification of 

similarities and differences, labelling, and the concurrent acts of categorization and group 

identification, described by Jenkins (2008) – can be seen as a form of boundary work. The 

actual enactment may not have been directly observed, but given that practitioners’ identity 

expression entails boundary processes (Jenkins, 2008; Wallman, 1986), the 

“accomplishment” suggested by their identification not only permits inferences about the 

boundaries within the field, but also about any implied reconfigurations of the same.  

More specifically, by noting similarities with other tax practitioners, irrespective of 

their background, the demarcation between the two traditional professions in the tax field is 

blurred. By simultaneously noting the differences between themselves as tax experts and 

more traditionally-practicing colleagues, individuals demarcate themselves from their 

original profession. Returning to Figure 2-2, within the field, the boundary between 

accountants and lawyers (i.e. at A) has become blurred to the point of erasure – a 
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phenomenon which can be called boundary erasure – while around the core group practicing 

in the field a border has taken form (i.e. at B) – itself a phenomenon which can be called 

boundary emergence. Effectively variants of boundary blurring (Liu, 2008; Wimmer, 2008) 

and boundary making, boundary erasure and boundary emergence expand Liu’s (2013, 2015, 

2018) typology of boundary work. However, while boundary blurring and boundary making 

typically ensue from deliberate efforts by specific actors, generally situated at the macrolevel, 

it is suggested that the two concepts implied by the identification observed can occur much 

less consciously in the work arena, or the microlevel of an occupation. Importantly, 

occupational communities forming the basis for new professions may take shape in a field 

rather organically by way of boundary erasure and boundary emergence. While the 

partitioning of jurisdictions is the effect of boundary emergence, boundary erasure attends the 

coalescence of adjoining areas. By encircling the latter, the arising borders come to define 

new occupational groups. In the case of the Canadian tax field, the emergent boundaries 

strung together, as Abbott (1995b) envisages, have formed a social entity, which can be 

referred to as the tax profession. 

In this regard, the theoretical approach suggested can be applied more widely to 

understanding the social closure (Macdonald, 1985) of emerging occupational groups. The 

interviewees and survey respondents hesitant to labelling the tax community as a profession 

tended to fixate on the absence of more formal factors traditionally associated with 

professions. Early functionalists did the same, so focusing on the very traits perceived to 

mark already recognized professions is natural. Returning to Cohen (2001), though, in 

looking at a community, the “superficiality of structural form” should be distinguished from 

the “profundity of its conceptualization” (p. 75). Borrowing from Barth (1998), in 

considering organized groups, formal attributes are better regarded as a result rather than as 

definitional characteristics. This matters, as fixating on such features can prevent one from 
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recognizing professions that take shape in a form other than the ideal type or that are in the 

process of emerging. In other words, focusing on the “paraphernalia” of a profession (Abbott, 

1991; Carter et al., 2015) is a distraction. Once all the major institutional elements are 

present, one is “past the real moment of structuration” (Abbott, 1995b, p. 866). In short, an 

occupational group can in substance become a profession well before any formal recognition. 

From a theoretical standpoint, looking to more informal closure would help in 

identifying professions both outside the traditional mold and those in the process of emerging 

before they are officially recognized as such. This study contends that – beyond the basic 

elements of ideal occupations (Abbott, 1995b, 2005; Anteby et al., 2016) – professions can 

fundamentally be understood as being about specific kinds of knowledge work (Gorman & 

Sandefur, 2011), performed on a full-time basis (Wilensky, 1964) by an identifiable 

community (Goode, 1957). Communities are groups, and, as social entities more broadly, 

they can be elusive (Jenkins, 2008). In his evolutionary view of entities, Abbott (1995b) 

refers to “prestructures” (p. 877) and “proto-professions” (p. 869). Although such concepts 

are helpful in trying to understand evolving occupations, they provide limited guidance to 

identifying the assemblages that might be the rudiments of a less clearly defined community. 

In discussing the coalescence of occupations, Abbott (1991) points to a “micro approach” 

which considers occupational coherence. An obvious measure, according to him, is “the 

degree to which each individual identifies with the occupation” (Abbott, 1991, p. 37). This is 

precisely the approach adopted here. There is no formal recognition yet, but more informal 

social closure has already occurred, as an expert occupation has clearly coalesced within the 

Canadian tax field. Specifically, the identity of tax practitioners offers evidence of a distinct 

collectivity that has thus far not been officially acknowledged. Given that one cannot identify 

oneself with a group that does not exist, it is maintained that the occupational community has 
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become defined by its members through their identification with it.14 

More generally, by ontologically shifting the focus of identification to the community, 

the identity observed within a field of work offers early evidence of both the existence and 

the outline of less formally structured professions, as well as emerging occupations. Often 

being obscure and hidden from public view, occupations can sometimes be difficult to study 

(Van Maanen & Barley, 1984). The suggested approach privileges the workplace, where 

jurisdictions are usually first settled (Abbott, 1988). It is the hardest arena to observe from the 

outside, but by looking at collective identification, researchers can “penetrate the structure” 

(Cohen, 2001, p. 98). Negotiated at the boundaries of a community (Barth, 1998; Jenkins, 

2008), the expressed identity of members of an occupational group permit inferences about 

its outline. Specifically, identity offers insights about the boundaries that have in effect 

emerged in the field, boundaries that may only be recognized in the legal and public arenas 

much later (Abbott, 1988). While the stringing together of boundaries into an entity can be 

the product of conscious agency (Abbott, 1995b, p. 870), arguably, such direction is not 

necessary in the emergence of occupations. As Jenkins (2008) states, in trying to ascertain the 

existence of groups more broadly, the absence of co-ordination or decision making is 

irrelevant (p. 12), and the transformation of categories into groups can happen from within or 

from without (p. 44). By revealing the coalescence of an occupational community, collective 

identity supplies a way to identify and understand new professional groups or occupations in 

advance of more formal closure attempts. 

Beyond broadening the theoretical approach to understanding emergent occupational 

groups more generally, the narrower insights offered into the nature of the tax practitioner 

community in Canada have several direct implications for both practice and future academic 

 

14 In this sense, a group can be said to be experientially constructed by its members. The ideas on groups and 

identity in this paragraph – as elsewhere – are heavily influenced by Jenkins (2008). 
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research. On the most basic level, the confirmation that the community already constitutes a 

distinct occupation provides useful support to those calling for the more formal recognition of 

tax professionals (Black & Black, 2004; Moody, 2019). Implicit in such calls, is stronger 

governance of tax practice. Recognizing the existing community more formally could offer a 

basis for incorporating some of the more normative elements or logics (Freidson, 2001) 

associated with professions, effectively providing an association-based alternative as a third 

prong in regulating the field (Adler et al., 2008; Puxty et al., 1987; Streeck & Schmitter, 

1985), or a way to addressing societal concerns. Professions have long been recognized for 

their role in governing expert work (Adams, 2015; Krause, 1996; Spencer, 1898), and even if 

hierarchical and market forms of control have been ascendant (Adler et al., 2008; Reed, 

2018), self-regulation or more community-based forms of control remain important (Adams, 

2017; Adler et al., 2008). 

Market-based approaches to regulating tax work have arguably not been very 

successful (Frecknall-Hughes & Moizer, 2015), notwithstanding increased reputational costs 

associated with aggressive tax avoidance (Gallemore et al., 2014), and legal regulation has its 

limits (Ruhl & Salzman, 2003; Teubner, 1983). Especially within the tax realm, it has been 

noted that attempts to fix loopholes and to reduce tax avoidance typically result in 

increasingly complex legislation (Studniberg, 2012), which is even less navigable, 

necessitating an even greater reliance on experts. Rather than continuing to add to the 

complexity of tax laws and perpetuating the infinite regress of legislative changes (Bank, 

2001), a more formally recognized community vested with powers to oversee its members 

could allow future reform efforts to be targeted more directly to practitioners instead, as some 

suggest (Stuebs Jr. & Whiteaker-Poe, 2018; Stuebs & Wilkinson, 2010). However, to be 

given such powers, communities must first exist (Goode, 1957, p. 196), and organized 

collectivities “cannot be arbitrarily created by state decree” (Streeck & Schmitter, 1985, p. 
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135). The presence of an already identifiable occupational community thus presents an 

opportunity for any such initiative. 

A more clearly defined tax practitioner community can also serve a second, narrower 

dimension to the public interest (Mayson, 2011). Adler et al. (2008) suggest that, alone, both 

market and hierarchy fail to offer effective responses to demands for more accountability or 

better quality. More direct oversight over the rigor of tax work could protect clients from less 

competent or unscrupulous practitioners (Drumbl, 2014; Soled & DeLaney Thomas, 2017). 

While the focus might be foremost on those not currently part of a profession, accountants 

and lawyers providing tax advice face extensive professional liability risks (Bandy, 1996; 

Bobek et al., 2004; Kadous & Magro, 2001; Katch, 1992; Rose, 2011; Schaefer & Zimmer, 

1997; Soled, 2008), so concerns apply even to those already subject to professional 

regulation. A clearly identified occupational group that is both formally trained and regulated 

in the tax area could also offer a viable resolution to the ongoing debate about extending 

privilege to tax advisors who are not lawyers (Colapinto, 2014; Ivankovich, 1994; 

MacArthur, 2019; Singer, 2019; Studniberg, 2013). While normative debates often focus on 

the perceived excesses of practitioners and corporations, tax authorities can act aggressively 

as well (Bedard, 2018; Bujaki et al., 2017; Sutton, 2010; Waldie, 2006), and in this regard, 

tax advisors can play a role in protecting taxpayers from state excesses (Drumbl, 2019). 

Given that not all tax advice is currently afforded the same protection, though, the official 

recognition of the community of tax professionals in Canada could provide a reasoned basis 

for extending privilege in a way that alleviates some commonly raised concerns, responding 

to the call for more equal treatment of advice (Canadian Chamber of Commerce, 2013) and 

potentially resolving the current access to justice issue (Singer, 2019). 

Finally, recognizing the existence of a distinct occupational community within the tax 

field also has potential implications for future academic research. While tax has traditionally 
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been considered a specialization within the accounting and legal professions (Ariens, 1994; 

Lamb, 2005; Stone, 1968; Weber, 1977), by continuing to treat it as simply a subarea of 

either discipline, scholars risk acquiring only a partial understanding of the field. By 

accepting the possibility that a unique occupation has developed, researchers could move 

beyond the view that tax is an interdisciplinary subject (Lamb et al., 2005; McKerchar, 2008) 

and become more attentive to the potential limits of the applicability of knowledge from 

related disciplines, as others have long suggested (Cuccia & Magro, 2018; Shields et al., 

1995). It would also open up new opportunities for future research. For example, seeing tax 

as a largely distinct field, researchers could investigate more deeply how the underlying 

nature of tax work differs from more general accounting or legal work, any related impact on 

the transferability of skills from these areas, and the resulting implications of these 

distinctions for the training of tax professionals. 

Beyond probing more deeply into some of the particularities of this profession, future 

research could also examine a range of specific questions that arise directly out of this study. 

For example, what are the tensions individual practitioners face in their process of adopting 

blended identities? Concerning the subject of informal closure, researchers could examine: 

How does a loosely assembled occupational community maintain its borders over time? And, 

can informal closure be understood as an end state or a stage in a longer evolution of an 

occupation? The diversity within the field points to: How does a permeable occupational 

community with extensive internal differentiation maintain occupational coherence? And, 

what are the lingering effects of initial training in an occupational field where most 

practitioners stem from another profession? Finally, topics related directly to the Canadian 

context include: Why has a more formally recognized tax profession not emerged to date? 

2.7 Conclusion 

Drawing directly on the perceptions of 154 professionals, this study offers a “window 
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onto the reality” (Healy & Perry, 2000) of the community of tax practitioners in Canada. It 

suggests that an expert occupation has coalesced in the field, one largely distinct from both 

the accounting and law professions, with which it is usually associated. Evidence presented 

were the distinctions individuals highlighted between their field of work and the area in 

which their more traditional peers work, the similarities they saw between differently trained 

practitioners, the identity expressed through the label selected to describe their occupation, as 

well as the explicit acknowledgement of the collectivity by its members, as demonstrated by 

their strongly held view that the term “tax profession” should be attached to it. While neither 

the interviews nor the survey provide conclusive evidence individually, combined, the data 

collected through the mixed-method design offers a basis for the “warranted assertations” 

made (Morgan, 2007). 

Overall, the study contributes to the literature in several ways. Most broadly, the 

somewhat eclectic theoretical approach adopted (Saks, 2016) offers a way of understanding 

emergent occupations, as well as professions that have not yet achieved formal closure or that 

otherwise differ from the traditional archetypes. More narrowly, Liu’s (2015) typology of 

boundary work is expanded to include boundary erasure and boundary emergence, 

respectively passive variants of boundary blurring and boundary making, which can occur in 

a field largely without conscious direction. By ontologically shifting the focus from the 

individual to the collectivity and demonstrating how collective identification can be a 

constitutive force of an occupational community, the study also makes a unique contribution 

to the identity literature. Integrating the findings from a set of interviews with a survey in a 

qualitatively driven way (Mason, 2006; Morgan & Hoffman, 2020), method-wise it responds 

to calls in both the professions (Barbour & Lammers, 2015) and accounting literature (Fraser, 

2014; Grafton et al., 2011; Richardson, 2015) for scholars to mix qualitative and quantitative 

approaches to achieve a deeper understanding of phenomena, as well as more general calls 
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for less formulaic research (Alvesson & Gabriel, 2013). Finally, examining the tax 

practitioner community in Canada and identification specifically, the study also offers an 

example of more context sensitive research into professions (Adams, 2015) and a more 

grounded, inductive approach looking at “actors’ first-order perceptions” in the research of 

boundaries (Heracleous, 2004). 

The findings have implications for practice as well. Most immediately, the study 

should be of interest to all those who would like to officially recognize or more directly 

govern the body of practitioners, as it confirms that a distinct community already exists that 

could be formally organized in this regard. As suggested, the more formal recognition of tax 

practitioners could offer another means for addressing the wider societal concerns about 

aggressive tax avoidance, as well as serve narrower public interests by ensuring the rigor of 

tax advice and by providing a reasoned basis for extending privilege to protect such advice. 

This study is subject to many of the standard limitations applicable to qualitative 

research. Although the survey helped validate that the findings were not an artifact of the way 

the interviews were conducted (Denzin, 2009; Grafton et al., 2011; Modell, 2005, 2009; 

Morgan & Hoffman, 2020) and the mixed-method design provided a strong form of 

triangulation (Denzin, 2009; Jick, 1979; Modell, 2009), statistical generalizations about the 

overall population are not possible. Beyond the limits associated with the methods employed, 

the observations remain a snapshot in time both in the participants’ lives and in the evolution 

of the community identified. Boundary work involves an iterative process (Annisette, 2017) 

and identity is the outcome of identification (Jenkins, 2008). By focusing on labels and 

boundaries at a specific moment, the resulting content or accomplishment has been 

considered, rather than the actual processes. Given the suggested ambiguity and the lack of 

the same structures of more formalized occupations or professions, the ongoing boundary and 

work required to sustain the community will likely matter even more. Examining processual 
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aspects (Bucher & Strauss, 1961; Van Maanen & Barley, 1984) more closely promises to be 

a fruitful topic for future research. More longitudinal or historical studies will also provide 

more conclusive support for both the evolution and endurance of the community identified.  
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2.9 Appendices 

2.9.1 Appendix A: Detailed procedures for the interviews and survey 

Professionals were contacted to request their participation in the form of an in-depth 

interview. A purposeful sampling approach (Koerber & McMichael, 2008) was used to 

recruit a diversity of individuals having a legal, accounting or other background, and working 

in professional firms, industry, government, or organizations, like the CTF and CPA Canada. 

Potential participants were identified through existing contacts and the snowballing technique 

(Myers, 2013). Recruitment continued as the interviews progressed, but to strengthen the 

findings, an attempt was made specifically at identifying negative cases (Spiggle, 1994), or 

participants whose views would differ from those already obtained. A preliminary interview 

protocol exploring multiple themes was developed based on McCracken’s (1988) guidance, 

but the actual questions asked evolved and often depended on the individual participants and 

their responses. Appendix B contains the specific questions related to the current study.15 

Interviews were carried out from May to August 2015 and were conducted until the 

point of initial saturation (Myers, 2013).16 Ranging from 37 to 98 minutes, the interviews 

averaged 67 minutes in length. All the discussions were conducted in English, except for 

four, which were conducted mostly or entirely in French or in a mix of French and English. 

Aside from two cases, all the interviews were recorded and professionally transcribed.17 

Upon verifying the transcriptions for accuracy, initial notes were made on copies thereof, 

which reflected the spontaneous reaction to whatever was read. A summary memo of the 

themes identified was prepared and repeatedly updated and modified as additional interviews 

 

15 The full protocol received ethics approval (as did all parts of this study). It is available upon request. 
16 Saturation was considered from an interpretivist perspective (Malsch & Salterio, 2016). Recognizing that 

there is almost always something new in any data collected, interviews were conducted until the point where the 

additional insights being obtained had become too marginal to continue. 
17 Express permission was obtained prior to recording. In one case, a transcription was not possible, as there was 

too much background noise. In a second case, extensive notes were taken for an interview that was not recorded. 
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were analyzed, following in part Charmaz’s (2006) guidelines. 

Questions for the survey were developed based on the interview findings. A draft was 

shared with colleagues and several professionals and modified based on feedback received. 

The final instrument was professionally translated into French and the actual survey was 

conducted online using Qualtrics. The overall design followed Dillman et al.’s (2014) 

guidelines. Appendix C presents the questions related to identity and the profession’s 

existence, as they appeared in the final English version. 

The support of both the CTF and the APFF was solicited and obtained. The CEO of 

the CTF provided an endorsement in one of her monthly messages and an announcement with 

a link was posted in the “notable” section of the CTF website. The APFF CEO similarly 

endorsed the survey, referring to it in the APFF’s quarterly publication. The survey ran from 

the end of May to the beginning of September 2017. Lacking a sample frame, direct 

invitations and reminders to participate could not be sent to the targeted population. 

However, the university supporting this project sent a notice to potential participants, as well 

as two reminders.18  

 

2.9.2 Appendix B: Preliminary interview protocol questions 

 

 
  

 

18 The three were sent in June and July, and they were each spaced approximately two weeks apart. 

As a professional, how do you identify yourself? 

a. What image do you believe tax professionals have outside of their profession? 

b. Do you feel that as a tax professional, you approach matters differently than other 

accountants, lawyers or other professionals who are not involved in tax? 

c. Can you please elaborate on some of these differences? 

d. As a [lawyer/accountant] do you feel that you approach tax differently than 

[accountants/lawyers]? Can you please elaborate on this? 
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2.9.3 Appendix C: Survey questions 

 

 

 

Screen 20 

 

This section will ask some questions about how you identify as a professional and your views 

on the overall community of professionals practicing in the area of tax. 

 

Please remember to not press the return button on your browser at any point. You cannot 

return to questions that you have already answered. However, if you wish, you can stop and 

return to the survey later. 

 

Q24: Please indicate how you label yourself as a professional. Specifically, when you meet 

someone in public and you are asked about your occupation, state what you would answer. 

 

I am a … 

 

(Open text box) 

 

Screen 21 

 

Q25: The following is a list of how other tax practitioners refer to themselves when asked about 

their occupation. Please indicate the term you are most likely to agree with: 

 

(responses 5 to 11 will be shown in randomized order) 

 Accountant (1) 

 Tax accountant (2) 

 Notary (3) 

 Lawyer or attorney (4) 

 Tax lawyer or attorney (5) 

 Tax partner (6) 

 Tax specialist or expert (7)  

 Tax practitioner (8) 

 Tax professional (9) 

 Tax consultant (10) 

 Tax planner (11) 

 None of the above (12) 

 

Screen 22 

 

Q26: Thinking of the community of individuals who practice tax in Canada, do you believe that 

this community can be referred to as a “tax profession”? 

 

 Yes (1) 

 No (2) 

 Don’t know (3) 

 Prefer not to answer (4) 
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Figure 2-1: The tax field 

 

 

Figure 2-2: The tax field 

  

   

            

   

            

 

 



89 

 

 

Figure 2-3a: How part-time and full-time professionals in tax label themselves 

 

Figure 2-4b: How practitioners in tax label themselves in big vs. small markets 

 

Figure 2-5c: How practitioners in tax label themselves in different accounting firms 

 

* - Other terms include tax specialist, tax expert, tax practitioner, tax professional, tax consultant and tax 

planner. 
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Table 2-1: Interviewee background 

 

  

1 AOPL 1 72 M CPA Other Big Late career

2 LBLPM 2 62 M Lawyer Big law firm Big Mid career

3 LIM 3 75 M Lawyer Industry Big Mid career

4 LSLPM 4 66 M Lawyer Other law firm Big Mid career

5 LBAPM 5 98 M Lawyer Big 4 Big Mid career

6 LGPM 6 93 F Lawyer Government Big Mid career

7 AOPL 7 57 M CPA Other Big Late career

8 LBAPL 8 62 M Lawyer Big 4 Big Late career

9 LBAPL 9 46 F Lawyer Big 4 Big Late career

10 AOPL 10 70 M CPA Other Big Late career

11 AGL 11 46 M CPA Government Big Late career

12 LBAPM 12 80 F Lawyer Big 4 Big Mid career

13 ABAPL 13 61 M CPA Big 4 Big Late career

14 LSLPL 14 75 M Lawyer Other law firm Big Late career

15 LBLPM 15 60 M Lawyer Big law firm Big Mid career

16 LSLPM 16 75 F Lawyer Other law firm Big Mid career

17 ASAM 17 56 F CPA Medium accounting firm Big Mid career

18 AIM 18 74 M CPA Industry Big Mid career

19 ASAPM 19 69 M CPA Small accounting firm Big Mid career

20 OBAM 20 70 M Other Big 4 Big Mid career

21 LABLPL 21 70 M Lawyer and CPA Big law firm Big Late career

22 OGL 22 89 M Other Government Medium Late career

23 AGL 23 89 M CPA Government Medium Late career

24 LOE 24 51 F Lawyer Other Small Early career

25 ASAE 25 61 F CPA Small accounting firm Big Early career

26 AIM 26 78 M CPA Industry Small Mid career

27 LOL 27 63 F Lawyer Other Big Late career

28 ASAM 28 86 F CPA Small accounting firm Big Mid career

29 ASAM 29 88 M CPA Small accounting firm Small Mid career

30 ABAM 30 43 F CPA Big 4 Big Mid career

31 ASAL 31 83 M CPA Small accounting firm Big Late career

32 ASAL 32 83 M CPA Small accounting firm Big Late career

33 ABAM 33 62 F CPA Big 4 Big Mid career

34 ABAL 34 37 M CPA Big 4 Big Late career

35 LASAL 35 91 M Lawyer and CPA Small accounting firm Big Late career

36 OIE 36 55 F Other Industry Big Early career

37 OOE 37 72 F Other Other Small Early career

38 ASAL 38 78 M CPA Small accounting firm Big Late career

d - Participants with eight or less years of full-time professional experience were considered to be early in their career, professionals with more than 

eight years but less than 25 years of experience were considered to be in the middle of their career, while professionals with 25 or more years of 

experience were considered to be in the late stage of their career.

Interviewee

c - Statistics Canada's Census Metropolitan Areas were used to classify the markets in which participants were working or studying in the case of 

full-time students. The three largest Census Metropolitan Areas were considered to be big markets, the next five Census Metropolitan Areas were 

considered to be medium and all others were considered to be small.

Career Stage
d

Market
c

Work Organization
b

Professional 

Background
a

Male/

Female

Interview

Length

a - Participants were classified as a lawyer, an accountant (CPA) or other. No distinction has been made between the different accounting 

designations. Participants who had studied law or accounting, but did not have a professional designation were classified as other.

b - The big law firms are the six firms with the largest tax practices in Canada (Lexpert, 2016). For classification purposes, the Big 4 accounting 

firms here include the respectively associated legal firms. The midsize accounting firms include the six which round out the ten largest accounting 

firms in Canada (Bottom Line, 2016, p. 13). All other accounting firms, including sole practitioners are classified as small accounting firms. 

Participants who did not work for a firm, in industry or government have been classified as other. This includes individuals working for organizations 

such as CPA Canada or the Canadian Tax Foundation, as well as two full-time students. Except for two former tax professionals, who were 

classified according to their last tax-related position, individuals were classified according to their current position.
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Table 2-2: Background of survey participants 

 

Total

(n = 116)
a

French 

Responses

(n = 80)
a

English 

Responses

(n = 36)
a

Gender Male 58  (50%) 40  (50%) 18  (50%)

Female 56  (48%) 39  (49%) 17  (47%)

Prefer not to answer 2  (2%)  1  (1%)  1  (3%)  

Profession Lawyer 35  (30%) 21  (26%) 14  (39%)

Notary 11  (10%) 11  (14%) n/a

CPA 50  (43%) 29  (36%) 21  (58%)

Neither lawyer nor CPA 20  (17%) 19  (24%) 1  (3%)  

Degree
b

Bachelor of Commerce 65  (56%) 46  (58%) 19  (53%)

Law Degree 45  (39%) 32  (40%) 13  (36%)

Economics Degree 6  (5%)  3  (4%)  3  (8%)  

Tax Training
b

Tax related Master's Degree 72  (62%) 65  (81%) 7  (19%)

CPA Canada In-depth Tax Course 35  (30%) 9  (11%) 26  (72%)

Membership Canadian Tax Foundation 58  (50%) 26  (33%) 26  (72%)

Association de planification fiscale et financière 49  (42%) 47  (59%) 2  (6%)  

Work Involvement Full-time 103  (89%) 70  (88%) 33  (92%)

Part-time 13  (11%) 10  (13%) 3  (8%)  

Work Organization Big 4
c

12  (10%) 8  (10%) 4  (11%)

Midsize accounting firm
c

11  (9%)  8  (10%) 3  (8%)  

Other accounting firm 14  (12%) 8  (10%) 6  (17%)

Big law firm or tax boutique
c

7  (6%)  2  (3%)  5  (14%)

Other law firm 5  (4%)  2  (3%)  3  (8%)  

Sole practitioner 6  (5%)  5  (6%)  1  (3%)  

Industry (public company) 9  (8%)  2  (3%)  7  (19%)

Industry (private company) 6  (5%)  4  (5%)  2  (6%)  

Government 24  (21%) 22  (28%) 2  (6%)  

NGO, Academia and Other 17  (15%) 16  (20%) 1  (3%)  

Prefer not to answer 5  (4%)  3  (4%)  2  (6%)  

Work Province Ontario 19  (16%) 4  (5%)  15  (42%)

Quebec 79  (68%) 74  (93%) 5  (14%)

Other 13  (11%) n/a 13  (36%)

Prefer not to answer 5  (4%)  2  (3%)  3  (8%)  

Age Under 30 25  (22%) 20  (25%) 5  (14%)

30 to just under 45 43  (37%) 26  (33%) 17  (47%)

45 to just under 65 42  (36%) 30  (38%) 12  (33%)

65 and over 4  (3%)  3  (4%)  1  (3%)  

Prefer not to answer 2  (2%)  1  (1%)  1  (3%)  

Description

a - Percentages are based on the total number of responses received and not the number of responses received for a given question. As some did 

not answer all the questions, totals for individual questions may not add up to the total number of responses.

b - Most respondents indicated only one primary degree or form of tax training. However, some indicated more than one and others indicated none, 

so the totals do not add up. 

c - The Big 4 included their associated law firms and accounting firms with more than 50 professionals were classified as midsize. The big law 

firms were defined as the six with the largest tax practices in Canada, as per Lexpert (2016) (i.e. Blakes, Davies, Osler, Goodmans, McCarthy 

Tétrault or Stikeman Elliott). Tax boutiques include firms that only practice tax, such as Thorsteinssons or Felesky Flynn.
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Table 2-3a: Survey results for the identity of practitioners 
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Total (n = 111) 27% 8% 8% 2% 5% 1% 22%      - 5%      - 3% 4%      - 17%

English (n = 35)      - 14% 14%      -      - 3% 34%      - 11%      -      - 9%      - 15%

French (n = 76) 39% 5% 5% 3% 7%      - 16%      - 1%      - 4% 1%      - 18%

Accountant (n = 20)      - 25% 25%      -      -      -      -      - 15%      -      - 15%      - 20%

Lawyer/Notary (n = 14)      -      -      -      -      - 7% 86%      -      -      -      -      -      - 7%

Neither (n = 1)      -      -      -      -      -      -      -      - 100%      -      -      -      -      -

Accountant (n = 28) 46% 14% 14%      -      -      -      -      - 4%      - 4%      -      - 18%

Lawyer/Notary (n = 31) 23%      -      - 6% 16%      - 39%      -      -      - 3%      -      - 13%

Neither (n = 17) 59%      -      -      -      -      -      -      -      -      - 6% 6%      - 29%

Total (n = 115) 29% 4% 21% 3%      -      - 26%      - 5% 1% 3% 3% 1% 3%

English (n = 35)      - 11% 20%      -      -      - 37%      - 17%      - 3% 9% 3%      -

French (n = 80) 41% 1% 21% 4%      -      - 21%      -      - 1% 4% 1%      - 5%

Accountant (n = 20)      - 20% 35%      -      -      -      -      - 20%      - 5% 15% 5%      -

Lawyer/Notary (n = 14)      -      -      -      -      -      - 93%      - 7%      -      -      -      -      -

Neither (n = 1)      -      -      -      -      -      -      -      - 100%      -      -      -      -      -

Accountant (n = 29) 34% 3% 48%      -      -      -      -      -      -      - 10% 3%      -      -

Lawyer/Notary (n = 32) 28%      -      - 9%      -      - 53%      -      -      -      -      -      - 9%

Neither (n = 19) 74%      - 16%      -      -      -      -      -      - 5%      -      -      - 5%

d - Tax notary was not available as an option in the directed question.

Directed 

Question

Overall Responses

(n = 115)

English Responses

 (n = 35)

French Responses

(n = 80)

c - Individuals who indicated that they resided in the rest of Canada were not presented with “notary” as a choice in the directed question.

b - Terms were translated as follows: Accountant, Comptable; Tax accountant, Comptable fiscaliste; Notary, Notaire; Lawyer or attorney, Avocat ou procureur; Tax lawyer or attorney, Avocat ou procureur fiscaliste; Tax partner, 

Associé fiscaliste; Tax specialist or expert, Spécialiste ou expert en fiscalité; Tax practitioner, Praticien en fiscalité; Tax professional, Professionnel en fiscalité; Tax consultant, Conseiller fiscal; and Tax planner, Planificateur fiscal.

Overall Responses

(n = 111)

English Responses

 (n = 35)

French Responses

(n = 76)

Open-ended 

Question

a - In the directed question, the term fiscaliste was only available as an option in the French version of the survey.
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Table 2-4b: Survey results for the identity of practitioners 
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29% 14% 43% 21% 26% 47% 4% 3% 7% 3%

41% 6% 48% 21% 21% 43% 1% 4% 5% 5%

     - 31% 31% 20% 37% 57% 11%      - 11%      -

30%

(43%)
c

14%

(6%)
c

44%

(49%)
c

21%

(21%)
c

25%

(21%)
c

46%

(43%)
c

3% 3%

(4%)
c

6%

(4%)
c

3%

(4%)
c

19%

(30%)
c

13%

(10%)
c

31%

(40%)
c

19%

(20%)
c

31%

(20%)
c

50%

(40%)
c

13%

(10%)
c

     - 13%

(10%)
c

6%

(10%)
c

Full-time Tax (n = 102, 70
c
)

31%

(46%)
c

15%

(6%)
c

46%

(51%)
c

20%

(20%)
c

27%

(21%)
c

47%

(41%)
c

2% 1%

(1%)
c

3%

(1%)
c

4%

(6%)
c

Part-time Tax (n = 13, 10
c
)

8%

(10%)
c

8%

(10%)
c

15%

(20%)
c

31%

(30%)
c

15%

(20%)
c

46%

(50%)
c

23%

(10%)
c

15%

(20%)
c

38%

(30%)
c

     -

Full-time Tax (n = 42, 25
c
)

24%

(40%)
c

29%

(12%)
c

52%

(52%)
c

43%

(48%)
c

     - 43%

(48%)
c

5%      - 5%      -

Part-time Tax (n = 7, 4
c
)

     - 14%

(25%)
c

14%

(25%)
c

43%

(50%)
c

     - 43%

(50%)
c

43%

(25%)
c

     - 43%

(25%)
c

     -

Full-time Tax (n = 41, 27
c
)

20%

(30%)
c

2% 22%

(30%)
c

     - 68%

(56%)
c

68%

(56%)
c

     - 2%

(4%)
c

2%

(4%)
c

7%

(11%)
c

Part-time Tax (n = 5, 5
c
)

20%

(20%)
c

     - 20%

(20%)
c

     - 40%

(40%)
c

40%

(40%)
c

     - 40%

(40%)
c

40%

(40%)
c

     -

Fisher's Exact 

Test
d

Overall Responses

(n = 115)

Tax Training
b

P = 0.402

(0.438)
c

Work Involvement

P = 0.001 ***

(0.008)
c 

***

P = 0.016 **

(0.222)
c

P = 0.086 *

(0.130)
c

Total (n = 115)

French (n = 80)

English (n = 35)

In-depth Training (n = 99, 70
c
)

No In-depth Training (n = 16, 10
c
)

All

Accountants

Lawyers/

Notaries

g - Big and medium markets are the eight largest census metropolitain areas in Canada. All others have been considered to be working in small markets.

a - The term fiscaliste was only available as an option in the French version of the survey.

b - All those who completed a tax related Masters Degree or the In-depth in Tax Course by CPA Canada are considered to have completed in-depth training in tax.

c - Results from French survey responses.

d - The Fisher's Exact test is for the comparison of the total tax related, total blended, total nontax and other labels; *, **, *** = significant at the p < 0.10, p < 0.05, and p < 0.01 levels.

e - Big and medium firms are the six law firms with the largest tax practices according to Legal 500, tax boutique firms, and all accounting firms with more than 50 professionals. 

f - The second p-value is for the Fischer's Exact test considering only the first two rows (i.e. big and medium firms and other firms/sole proprietorships).
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29% 14% 43% 21% 26% 47% 4% 3% 7% 3%

41% 6% 48% 21% 21% 43% 1% 4% 5% 5%

     - 31% 31% 20% 37% 57% 11%      - 11%      -

Big/Medium Firm (n = 29, 18
c
)
e 41%

(67%)
c

7% 48%

(67%)
c

21%

(22%)
c

28%

(11%)
c

48%

(33%)
c

3%      - 3%      -

Other Firm/Sole Proprietorship (n = 25, 15
c
)
e 16%

(27%)
c

12% 28%

(27%)
c

40%

(53%)
c

24%

(20%)
c

64%

(73%)
c

8%      - 8%      -

All Other Organizations (n = 56, 44
c
)

29%

(36%)
c

20%

(11%)
c

48%

(48%)
c

11%

(9%)
c

25%

(25%)
c

36%

(34%)
c

4%

(2%)
c

5%

(7%)
c

9%

(9%)
c

7%

(9%)
c

Big/Medium Firm (n = 22, 16
c
)
d 55%

(75%)
c

9% 64%

(75%)
c

27%

(25%)
c

5% 32%

(25%)
c

5%      - 5%      -

Other Firm/Sole Proprietorship (n = 18, 12
c
)
e 22%

(33%)
c

11% 33%

(33%)
c

56%

(67%)
c

     - 56%

(67%)
c

11%      - 11%      -

Big/Medium Firm (n = 14, 8
c
)
e 43%

(75%)
c

     - 43%

(75%)
c

     - 57%

(25%)
c

57%

(25%)
c

     -      -      -      -

Other Firm/Sole Proprietorship (n = 8, 4
c
)
e 13%

(25%)
c

13% 25%

(25%)
c

     - 75%

(75%)
c

75%

(75%)
c

     -      -      -      -

All Other Organizations (n = 22, 19
c
)

9%

(11%)
c

     - 9%

(11%)
c

     - 64%

(58%)
c

64%

(58%)
c

     - 14%

(16%)
c

14%

(16%)
c

14%

(16%)
c

31%

(44%)
c

15%

(7%)
c

46%

(51%)
c

18%

(16%)
c

28%

(24%)
c

46%

(40%)
c

3%

(1%)
c

1%

(1%)
c

4%

(3%)
c

4%

(6%)
c

14%

(20%)
c

7% 21%

(20%)
c

43%

(50%)
c

14%

(10%)
c

57%

(60%)
c

7% 14%

(20%)
c

21%

(20%)
c

     -

Fisher's Exact 

Test
d

Overall Responses

(n = 115)

Total (n = 115)

French (n = 80)

English (n = 35)

Work Organization

P = 0.179, 0.329
f

(0.070)
c 

* , (0.037)
c,f 

**

P = 0.147, 

(0.053)
c 

*

P = 0.135, 0.649
f 

(0.044)
c 

** , (0.222)
c,f

Market
P = 0.052 *

(0.051)
c 

*

All

Accounting

Firms

Lawyers/

Notaries

Big/medium market (n = 96, 68
c
)

g

Small Market (n = 14, 10
c
)
g

g - Big and medium markets are the eight largest census metropolitain areas in Canada. All others have been considered to be working in small markets.

a - The term fiscaliste was only available as an option in the French version of the survey.

b - All those who completed a tax related Masters Degree or the In-depth in Tax Course by CPA Canada are considered to have completed in-depth training in tax.

c - Results from French survey responses.

d - The Fisher's Exact test is for the comparison of the total tax related, total blended, total nontax and other labels; *, **, *** = significant at the p < 0.10, p < 0.05, and p < 0.01 levels.

e - Big and medium firms are the six law firms with the largest tax practices according to Legal 500, tax boutique firms, and all accounting firms with more than 50 professionals. 

f - The second p-value is for the Fischer's Exact test considering only the first two rows (i.e. big and medium firms and other firms/sole proprietorships).
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Table 2-5: Explanations for why there is or is not a tax profession in Canada 

 

Theme English respondents French respondents (translated)

Work 

involvement

"Tax requires special expertise & professionals who 

work in it daily."

"Dedicated professionals focusing their time on 

addressing tax issues, with specialized training."

"These professionals usually work 100% in this 

area."

"I believe that anyone who has a degree in tax and / 

or has practiced it on a daily basis for years can be a 

tax professional."

Common 

knowledge/ 

expertise

"They all have something in common, they can read 

the Act and interpret the Act."

"There is a common body of knowledge used to 

deliver advice with common objectives.  We have 

different specializations, but there is enough in 

common that we understand each other in a way 

that the man on the street would not."

"Common sharing of knowledge and working on 

profession wide problems."

"Common issues for many practitioners and 

collaboration amongst practitioners."

"They have the expertise and practice in this area 

even though their basic training remains being a 

lawyer or accountant."

"People know the [ITA] very well."

"This is a very precise field of practice."

"Taxation is a domain of its own. Like a dentist who 

specializes in orthodontics. This is an Orthodontist. 

The professional with a degree in taxation is a tax 

professional and requires the Taxation title. Too 

often a CPA will say that he is a tax specialist 

without having done the courses."

"Because [of] common expertise."

Distinct group 

or community

"Distinct group of specialized individuals"

"There is a core group of people who limit their 

practice to this area, and the nature of their practice 

is broadly consistent regardless of their professional 

designation."

"There is a family of tax advisors that, while they 

compete, they are ultimately a team."

"There is a community, with clear sets of courses, 

conferences and informal meetings."

"It is a homogenous group and [it] helps to confirm 

their status as a specialist."

"It is a separate world."

"The practice of taxation is a profession in its own 

right."

"Because this is a professional area in itself."

Specific 

institutions

"I work with people across the country and mix with 

lawyers and accountants and attend events for CTF, 

CPA, TEI, IFA CD Howe and other industry 

groups."

"There are organizations such as the CTF, tax-

focused events, conferences."

Other "Because this is already how they are seen in the 

public in general."

"We have the same responsibilities as other 

professionals, a duty to serve our clients well, to be 

honest with them and to be a reference point in our 

field."

"Because they are (the vast majority are members of 

a professional order and have a graduate degree or 

equivalent)"

Sample of explanations why there is a tax profession
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Theme English respondents French respondents (translated)

Missing formal 

elements

"We are in an unlicensed profession." "Because they are not recognized by a professional 

order specific to taxation."

"No legislative framework."

"No professional order."

"First the professional title, Otherwise anyone can 

claim member of this community."

Lack of 

internal 

consistency

"There are different professional obligations of 

different participants in the system. While 

accountants will frequently be the first to 

acknowledge that they practice law in providing tax 

planning advice (and they do practice law) their 

professional obligations are different. A straight 

forward example is that accountant's can limit their 

liability to the client if their planning is not correct 

and creates an unanticipated liability, lawyers 

cannot. A thorough comparison of the professional 

responsibilities of each profession and to the extent 

that these are being enforced must be undertaken 

before the term 'tax profession could be used'. "

"There are many professions within the tax 

community."

"Unequal training at the Canadian level. A master's 

degree holder can not be compared to a professional 

who has taken a very general course such as CPA 

Canada's In-depth or the equivalent of the CBA."

"'Professional' implies training and specialization that 

not everyone has."

Unclear 

boundaries

"A lot of people represent that they are 'tax 

practitioners' when really, they have no formal 

training to practice tax properly. For example, I 

would think that the people who prepare personal 

tax returns for $25 a piece consider themselves tax 

practitioners. However, I would not group them into 

the "tax profession" because they may not know 

anything about tax beyond what is said on the T1 

Guide and Instructions."

"There's no clear line as to where somebody starts 

or stops being a tax professional as opposed to some 

other profession."

"Because many include taxation as one of their 

professional skills."

"Because taxation is very wide in its application."

"It seems to me that it's too vague, too fuzzy."

Other "There are only three professions: law, medicine, 

and teaching. Other occupations are trades."

"We are simply fiscalistes."

"I do not know the extent of the practice of taxation 

on a national basis"

"Because the professional orders have already 

reserved acts that limit intruders and charlatans."

Sample of explanations why there is no tax profession or why it is not clear
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Chapter 3 

A reflection on tax work and the nature of tax expertise: 

Mapping the tax field for researchers, educators and the profession 

“Most talk less about what professions do, than about how they are 

organized to do it” (Abbott 1988, p. 1). 

 

3.1 Introduction 

From the LuxLeaks (Mayer & Gendron, 2020) through to the Panama Papers 

(Neu et al., 2020), repeated revelations in the media in recent years about offshore 

shelters and aggressive tax plans (Cashore et al., 2015; Economist, 2016; Hopkins, 2017) 

have placed tax professionals in the spotlight and intensified academic interest in them 

(Addison & Mueller, 2015; Anesa et al., 2019; Hahn & Ormeño Pérez, 2020; Lenz, 2020; 

Mulligan & Oats, 2016; Radcliffe et al., 2018; Russell & Brock, 2016). Yet – 

notwithstanding a wide literature on specific facets of tax work (e.g., Bonner et al., 1992; 

Magro & Nutter, 2012; Roberts, 1998), as well as a growing literature on the markets for 

tax services (e.g., Afield, 2014; Hasseldine et al., 2011) – the present academic 

understanding of the underlying nature of the work actually performed by tax 

practitioners remains rather inchoate. Frecknall-Hughes and Kirchler (2015, p. 289) 

assert that while “[t]he work of tax practitioners continues to attract attention and 

generate significant studies” – often because of their alleged involvement in tax 

avoidance – more than 20 years after Erard (1993, p. 164) claimed that “[t]here is no 

general theory related to tax practice”, this situation endures. The collection of studies 

that exists provides a piecemeal understanding of particular features of tax work (Erard, 
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1993). As Frecknall-Hughes and Kirchler (2015) argue, “If the work of tax practitioners 

is to be understood, it is necessary to show that their different activities are aspects of an 

internally consistent theoretical framework” (p. 290). 

Abbott (1988) concludes the first paragraph of his classic book with the above 

citation and he follows it with the lament that the contents of professional activity have 

been largely overlooked in the study of professions. Given the preoccupation with 

structure, according to him, sociological work pays comparatively little attention to the 

actual work done by professionals (Abbott, 1988) or in effect, the required expertise. The 

alternate theory he advances puts the focus back on work. Seeing the “central 

phenomenon of professional life” as being “the link between a profession and its work”, 

it is precisely this link which he labels as the “jurisdiction” of a profession (Abbott, 1988, 

p.20), one of the basic concepts for which his seminal book is best known. Although 

Abbott (1988) introduced a framework for conceptualizing professional work and the 

underlying expertise, ranking last among the themes examined in the sociology of 

professions (Adams, 2015), knowledge and expertise remain underresearched. 

Commenting on this, one of Abbott’s protégés asserts “the very basic question of action – 

What do professionals do? – remains undertheorized” (Liu, 2018, p. 45). 

Due to its multidisciplinary nature (Lamb et al., 2005; Livingston, 1998; 

McKerchar, 2008), others have noted that tax research is often difficult (Hanlon & 

Heitzman, 2010), and the literature, fragmented (Oats, 2012). While tax practitioners 

have been extensively studied, research on their work usually focuses either broadly on 

the overall market (e.g., Hasseldine et al., 2011) and general categorizations of this work 

(e.g., Frecknall-Hughes & Moizer, 2015), or more specifically on particular elements of 
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this work (e.g., O'Donnell et al., 2005) and its relation to other factors or influences (e.g., 

Long & Basoglu, 2016), such as ethics (e.g., Frecknall-Hughes et al., 2017). Investigating 

specific aspects of tax work, much of this literature tries to pry open what others have 

referred to as the black box of tax practice (Dyreng & Maydew, 2018; Feller & Schanz, 

2017; Mulligan & Oats, 2016; Oats & Morris, 2017), yet often this research itself uses 

what Roberts (1998) describes as a black box approach. Further, notwithstanding earlier 

attempts (e.g., Frecknall-Hughes & Kirchler, 2015; Roberts, 1998; Shields et al., 1995), 

there remains a lack of cohesiveness in the current academic understanding of tax work. 

Responding to this perceived gap, the objective of this article is to provide a more 

integrated view of tax work. Specifically, it seeks to take a step towards opening the 

black box of tax practice in order to better understand the tasks tax practitioners perform 

and the underlying expertise associated with this work, by drawing in part on Abbott’s 

(1988) theorization. While it does not strive for a unifying theory, using mapping as an 

alternative (Weick, 1989), this study presents a framework to organize the understanding 

of tax work, which helps both to synthesize prior literature and to identify future research 

opportunities. Specifically, the article provides both a considered description and an 

integrated insight into the work in the tax field, showing how various tasks interrelate and 

identifying the relevant forms of expertise. Effectively building on the landscape 

metaphor often employed in the professions literature (Liljegren, 2012), it aims to show 

how tasks assemble into a domain (Leicht & Fennell, 2001), or how the “trees” that 

might be understood through part of the literature make up the “forest” that are the focus 

of other studies. By exploring some of the distinct complexities inherent in the area, this 

study also offers a deeper understanding of the work tax professionals perform, the 
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ensemble of which hereto has not yet been sufficiently well-defined in academic research 

(Frecknall-Hughes & Kirchler, 2015). 

Whereas other attempts at providing a synthesis of tax work have relied primarily 

on a review of the extant literature (e.g., Frecknall-Hughes & Kirchler, 2015; Roberts, 

1998), this study additionally extensively draws directly from individuals who are or 

have been deeply immersed within the field. As Barley and Kunda (2001) explain, 

“detailed, contextually sensitive data” are imperative; otherwise, “the best researchers can 

hope for is a thin, functional understanding of what a line of work entails and how it fits 

into a division of labor” (p. 84). In this respect, three sources broadly inform this 

analysis. First, being part of a larger research project, this study benefits from the general 

insights developed through in-depth discussions with over 100 current and former tax 

practitioners. Second, the author previously worked as a practitioner, and thus, the 

reflection on tax work drew directly on over a decade of professional experience in the 

field. Finally, as the current conceptualization emerged, it was further validated and 

refined through targeted discussions with individuals recognized for their deep expertise 

in the tax area. Overall, the goal was to provide a grounded understanding of the tasks 

and skills involved in tax work in a way that is possibly reminiscent of Mintzberg’s 

(1973, 1975) effort at examining the actual work of managers, except that instead of 

relying specifically on the observation of daily routines, the conceptual analysis presented 

is informed by tax practitioners reflecting directly on their experiences. As well, rather 

than examining their work on the whole, which includes tasks involving proficiencies 

that are not specific to tax, like negotiation or other communication skills (Bobek et al., 

2019; Tan et al., 2016), the focus is on the tax aspects of their work. 



 

101 

 

By examining the components, the linkages and the requisite expertise, this study 

offers a deeper understanding of tax work that should be informative to researchers, 

educators and the profession. Specifically, the framework developed provides a basis for 

connecting the research in a fragmented field (Oats, 2012). For example, by elaborating 

on how the actual tasks practitioners perform in the workplace arena can assemble into 

assumed jurisdictions (Abbott, 1988, 2005a; Leicht & Fennell, 2001), the study suggests 

a link between the macro and micro streams of literature, which have predominated. In 

this regard, the framework suggests a way to reconcile the current knowledge and to 

resolve some existing theoretical puzzles (Barley & Kunda, 2001). The organized 

understanding offered can also be used in future research both as a tool for spotting gaps 

in the literature and for problematization (Alvesson & Sandberg, 2011). Further, by 

highlighting more clearly some of the distinct aspects of the underlying nature of this 

work – which often is not just substantively, but also intrinsically different from much of 

the work that professional accountants or lawyers engage in more generally – this study 

should also help academics to better recognize the limits of the transferability of 

knowledge from these broader disciplines to the tax field (Cuccia & Magro, 2018; 

Shields et al., 1995). Increased societal attention to tax has drawn scholars from outside 

the domain to examine tax practice, but as well-intentioned as these attempts might be, 

according to Oats and Morris (2017), they risk conflating and decontextualizing matters. 

By shedding more light on the nature of tax work, this study should help sensitize 

scholars less familiar with the field to the peculiarities of tax practice. 

This article also contributes on a practical level. In particular, the insights into the 

unique expertise required for tax work should be of interest to those charged with 
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training. As many individuals enter the field with a prior professional education (Black & 

Black, 2004; Sims & Sunley, 1992), a deeper appreciation of the distinctions with other 

professional work, like accounting or law, will allow for more tailored instruction of 

future practitioners. More fundamentally, others have observed that tax courses in law 

and accounting are typically more about learning “the rules” (Sims & Sunley, 1992) and 

less about understanding the work itself. As Dreyfus and Dreyfus (2005) suggest, rules-

based approaches cannot move individuals beyond the level of competence. Although 

teaching many of the intricacies of expertise directly may continue to remain elusive 

(Bedard, 1989; Power, 1995), any acquisition thereof should be aided by an awareness of 

them, something which the developed framework fosters. 

This study should also matter more widely to the profession and the broader 

public. Practitioners will already be broadly aware of how their work links to that of 

others, but being even more mindful of the full interconnectivity of their work should 

help sensitize them to the potential cascading effects of the tasks they perform.1 For the 

profession as a whole, identifying more specifically the work requiring unique forms of 

tax expertise versus that which does not provides another basis for identifying potential 

vulnerabilities, not just to other encroaching occupations, but more importantly to the 

disruptions technology will bring to work (Frey & Osborne, 2017; Iori & Cooke, 2020; 

Susskind & Susskind, 2015). In addition, the comprehensive depiction of tax work and its 

distinctions should be of interest to those who seek to more formally govern tax work 

 

1 For instance, to be implemented tax plans, will often necessitate certain compliance actions, which in turn 

may raise red flags and thus the scrutiny of tax authorities, in some cases ultimately forcing the matter to be 

adjudicated in court. This chain will frequently involve a string of individuals, each of whom may have 

only developed full competence in the specific part with which they have been tasked. 
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(Bennett & Murphy, 2017; Frecknall-Hughes & Moizer, 2015; Lenz, 2020; Russell & 

Brock, 2016; Soled & DeLaney Thomas, 2017; Stuebs & Wilkinson, 2010). Most 

proximately, recognizing more fully the unique character of tax work may help identify 

any potential inadequacies of the more general codes of conduct within the accounting 

and law professions, which for many tax practitioners are the main source of professional 

guidance. More broadly, any attempt to regulate tax work more directly requires first a 

full understanding of that work. While the societal concerns alluded to at the outset may 

eventually trigger such regulatory initiatives, more immediately, attempts may focus on 

protecting the public, by developing more specific standards for competence within the 

tax field (Afield, 2014; Black & Black, 2004). Ultimately, given the prevalence of 

professional liability claims related to tax work (AICA Services Inc., 1995, 2006; Bandy, 

1996; Bobek et al., 2004; Kadous & Magro, 2001; Yancey, 1996), this would protect 

practitioners as well. 

The article begins with a brief description of how the general understanding of tax 

work was obtained and how the framework was conceptualized. Upon defining the terms 

“tax work”, “tax tasks”, “tax knowledge”, “tax expertise” and “tax experts”, Abbott’s 

(1988) theorization about professional work is summarized. Following a brief review of 

the literature on tax work. a comprehensive description and mapping of tax work is 

provided. Thereafter, tax work is analyzed, with a view to understanding in particular 

both the underlying expertise involved, as well as some of the relevant distinctions with 

accounting and legal work more broadly. The study concludes with a discussion of how 

the framework might be applied currently to resolve some theoretical puzzles or 

otherwise, as well as a list of possible topics for research that flow from it. 
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3.2 Method 

Like previous attempts at providing a synthesis of tax work (e.g., Frecknall-

Hughes & Kirchler, 2015; Roberts, 1998), this study considers the extant literature, as 

discussed later. However, in contrast to a more unidirectional approach, largely driven by 

a review of existing academic research, in developing the framework, a more iterative 

method was followed (Ahrens & Chapman, 2006; Gephart, 2004; Moran-Ellis et al., 

2006), which additionally relied on practitioner articles, as well as observations drawn 

from the field. Specifically, professionals provided insights in three ways. 

First, the conceptualization grew in part out of the ongoing reflection that 

occurred in the context of a larger research project looking at the practice of tax in 

Canada. An initial set of in-depth interviews with 38 professionals sought to better 

understand present aspects of the tax field by focusing on several different themes, 

including a discussion on approaches to tax work. A second more historical study 

endeavored to investigate the evolution of tax practice.2 Over 50 individuals have been 

interviewed, providing insight into how tax has been practiced as far back as 1949. A 

third study examines past initiatives to more formally recognize tax work in Canada. In 

all, the broader research has involved in-depth discussions with over 100 individuals on 

different aspects of the practice of tax.3 

While the wider research prompted rumination and while the described 

discussions contributed to the contemplation informing the framework, it also draws on 

 

2 In Canada, this is recent, as outside of government, full-time work in tax really only emerged after 1945. 
3 If the full careers of everyone who has contributed to this project are considered, then the study 

effectively taps into over 3,000 years of collective experience. 
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the author’s direct experience. Having worked for approximately ten years as a tax 

practitioner, both in industry and for two separate Big4 firms,4 a form of retrospective 

participant observation – or what Bulmer (1982, p. 251) describes as “experience 

recollected in academic tranquility” – helped provide the necessary insight for the 

mapping and the discussion of tax work. Studying expertise “begins in the workplaces of 

professionals” (Liu, 2018, p. 50), and to understand expertise, it helps to be 

ethnographically informed (Eyal, 2013). Although not an ethnography in the narrow 

sense, the conceptualization nevertheless capitalizes on what was both a complete and 

extended immersion in the field, allowing the “close empirical observation of 

phenomena” to be explained (Barley & Kunda, 2001, p. 90). Barley and Kunda (2001) 

suggest that it is necessary to grasp “the insider’s perspective” (p. 84) to comprehend 

work. While extensive experience provides the “capacity to capture and reveal emic 

concepts”, helping foster an understanding of the underlying dynamics of the work arena, 

through subsequent academic training one can move beyond “an overly subjectivist 

position” and consider the appropriate analytic or etic constructs for conceptualizing the 

work (Barley & Kunda, 2001, p. 84). The relevant experience is largely recollected, but 

others have demonstrated how autobiographic material on an ex post basis can help 

inform research (Brivot, 2011; Haynes, 2006; Power, 1991). Overall, this study follows a 

long tradition within the sociology of work of relying directly on one’s prior job 

experiences, which can be traced from Park (1922), through Hughes to Abbott (Tuchman, 

 

4 Prior to this experience of working in the tax field, the author worked nearly three years in audit and it is 

this experience which partially informs the comparison of tax work with more traditional accounting work.  



 

106 

 

1991), including noteworthy examples within the legal field (Flood, 2013; Pierce, 1996).5 

Although efforts were made to be as reflexive as possible (Weick, 1989) in 

developing the framework, the reasonability of what is presented was further 

corroborated by drawing on a third source. Not only did the author consult extensively 

with colleagues who similarly had practical experience, but several highly recognized tax 

experts also informally offered their views on tax expertise more generally and on the 

initial conceptualization more specifically. Thus, the study not only heavily relied on a 

grounded understanding of tax work obtained from the field, it also sought to triangulate 

(Denzin, 2009) the insights and confirm the reasonability of the mapping and its 

discussion as it was developed. 

It should be noted that the framework largely assumes an epistemologically 

ambivalent approach. There is no intention to situate it firmly in a specific paradigm, be it 

positivist, constructivist, or otherwise. As the aim is to provide an ordered understanding 

of tax work as a whole, a sociological perspective is adopted overall.6 However, as the 

study also emphasizes the contents of work, it refers extensively to many empirical 

studies focusing on the narrower aspects thereof, most of which are typically 

psychologically driven. Both perspectives should benefit from the attempt to bridge the 

 

5 Notably, much of Abbott’s (1988) chapter on professional work was similarly based on his extensive 

immersion in the field, which spanned six years, five of which involved working three-fourths time in a 

hospital (pp. 331-332). 
6 As a further clarification, in its epistemologically ambivalent stance, the study also tries to eschew 

questions of reality and objectivity. At the core, though, professionals ultimately perform work. As Abbott 

(1988, p. 35-40) asserts, there remains an objective quality to this work, but recognizing objective qualities 

does not preclude subjective perceptions thereof. The goal here is to elaborate both on the content and the 

nature of this work. While it accepts that there can be very different social realities surrounding it, which 

can be problematized (e.g. Power, 1995), it is suggested that a full understanding of the work itself should a 

priori inform such problematization. 
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understanding of tax work through the proposed conceptualization. Finally, although the 

study offers a synthesis of the literature and makes an effort to integrate relevant research 

throughout, a comprehensive review is beyond its scope. 

3.3 Tax work, tax tasks, tax knowledge, tax expertise and tax experts 

Others have noted, for instance with respect to the expressions “tax professional” 

or “tax practitioner” (Devos, 2012; Frecknall-Hughes & McKerchar, 2013), that owing to 

a profusion in the nomenclature (Hahn & Ormeño Pérez, 2020), there is frequently a lack 

of clarity in the concepts used within tax research (Oats & Morris, 2017). To facilitate the 

conceptualization, tentative articulations of the terms employed are therefore delineated 

at the outset. Focusing on elaborating the meaning of the core word, this section 

temporarily puts aside the qualifier “tax”. A more complete understanding of each full 

term will be developed in the context of the broader conceptual analysis. 

3.3.1 Tax work and tax tasks 

Simply put, “tax work” can be seen as what tax practitioners do.7 “Tax tasks” are 

parts of this work, which involve specific actions. Tax work in this regard entails an 

agglomeration of tasks and categories of work consist of different sets of related tasks. 

More generally, “task areas” (Abbott, 1988, 2005b) or domains (Leicht & Fennell, 2001) 

can be seen as the work or the sets of tasks that occupations assume under their 

jurisdictions. Work – in the sense of a tax practitioner’s job – necessarily involves other 

tasks, but the focus in this study is on the tax-related ones; namely, the productive aspects 

of work for which tax practitioners are normally hired, and not others, such as 

 

7 While “tax work” can be seen as what tax practitioners do, as is discussed later, engaging in tax work 

does not necessarily make one a tax practitioner and certainly not a tax expert. 
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administrative ones. In addition, this study is concerned with work itself, and while it 

considers the interrelationships between different sets of tasks, it leaves aside other 

broader relationships, including more specific environmental relations, as well as all 

those involved in the execution of work, which beyond the obvious ones with clients 

(Bobek et al., 2019; Fogarty & Jones, 2014) and tax authorities (Frecknall-Hughes & 

Kirchler, 2015), frequently entail team collaboration (Brown, 1998; Flynn, 1998; 

Greenaway, 2015; Iori & Cooke, 2020; PWC, 2017). 

3.3.2 Tax knowledge 

Knowledge in its simplest terms can be conceived as the possession of 

information by individuals (Bender & Fish, 2000). Knowledge in this sense consists of 

what Ryle (1945) termed “knowing that”. Within the tax field, both technical and 

functional knowledge matter (Bonner et al., 1992), the former being about knowing the 

law, and the latter, typically involving the knowledge of a client’s business. While the 

second is more situational, both can be subsumed under what has been described as 

declarative or factual knowledge (Anderson, 1982; Bonner et al., 1992; Magro & Nutter, 

2012). Although it is acknowledged – as will be discussed in more detail later – that the 

law, as well as the facts of a situation can be ambiguous, complex, or both, obtaining 

such knowledge is more a matter of effort than a matter of skill. As Magro and Nutter 

(2012) state, declarative knowledge can be acquired through education. Knowledge in the 

“knowing that” sense is what can be learned consciously. Elaborating on practicing law 

more broadly, Spaeth Jr. (1999) explains that the “depth of different lawyers’ 

understanding will not vary according to their tacit knowledge but instead according to 

which lawyer has studied hardest—has most thoroughly searched out and mastered the 
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relevant legal materials” (p. 31). 

Beyond this more factual form of knowledge, there also exists more procedural 

knowledge, which is knowing how to do something (Anderson, 1982; Bonner et al., 

1992; Magro & Nutter, 2012). Knowledge in this sense is more of a skill and while it 

overlaps with expertise, as is explained next, expertise extends beyond it, encompassing 

also more tacit forms of knowledge. While procedural knowledge entails a “knowing 

how”, it is a “knowing how” that can still be expressed in terms of “knowing that”. 

Frequently, it will consist of the “logical rules, tactical maxims and technical canons” that 

matter more to the “half-trained” than the expert (Ryle, 1945, p. 14). 

3.3.3 Tax expertise 

As Marchant and Robinson (1999, p. 8) explain, domain-specific knowledge 

“forms a critical component of the professional’s expertise”, but – while adopting a more 

performance-based view (Davis & Solomon, 1989; Schadewald, 1992) – it is maintained 

here that expertise transcends such knowledge. Liu (2018) explains that “expertise is 

neither pure academic knowledge nor situational work experience, but a combination of 

both” and that it is “primarily in workplaces of professionals” where knowledge is 

transformed into expertise (p. 50). Others have recognized that expertise goes beyond 

knowledge (e.g., Bonner & Lewis, 1990; Libby & Tan, 1994; Liyanage et al., 2009), 

explaining that it “is specialised, deep knowledge and understanding in a certain field, 

which is far above average” (Bender & Fish, 2000, p. 126). More specifically, it “is 

gained through experience, training and education and it is built up from scratch over a 

long period of time by an individual and importantly remains with that person” (Bender 

& Fish, 2000, p. 126). Given that the words “expertise” and “experience” share the same 
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Latin root (Eyal, 2013, 2019; Williams, 1983), the link made between both (e.g., Libby & 

Tan, 1994) is hardly surprising, even if experience is not a direct measure of expertise 

(Bonner & Lewis, 1990). 

Expertise clearly entails skill and encompasses the procedural knowledge, or the 

“rules for doing skilled tasks” which Bonner et al. (1992) consider, but in its fullest form, 

the capability it comprises extends beyond such more deliberative skills. While it would 

include the “special judgment” that Feller and Schanz (2017, p. 514) and others (e.g., 

Larson, 2013) submit “cannot be easily automated”, grasping more specifically the 

elements of expertise remains elusive (Bedard, 1989; Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 2005; Power, 

1995). This “knowing how” (Ryle, 1945) comprises the talent “that cannot be taught” 

(Larson, 2013, p. 41). Referring to Polanyi (2009), who stated that “we can know more 

than we can tell” (p. 4, emphasis in original), Donaldson (2001) suggests that “some 

knowledge is tacit and so ineffable” (p. 956). As Spaeth Jr. (1999, p. 34) notes in the 

context of law, “just what this tacit knowledge is” is something which experts themselves 

may be unable to answer. However, as Dreyfus and Dreyfus (2005) explain, it would 

include intuition, and in the case of tax work, what some practitioners refer to as “tax 

instincts” (e.g., Mathieu & Levesque, 2013). With the inherent limitations of trying to 

define expertise in mind (Bedard, 1989), borrowing from Dreyfus and Dreyfus (2005), 

the following provisional definition is proposed: expertise is the capability to perform 

work at a level of proficiency which extends beyond the simple following of procedural 

rules for skilled tasks. 

3.3.4 Tax experts 

Although this study is not directly about tax experts, taking the view that 
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professional expertise resides with individuals (Abbott, 1988), it will be helpful to clarify 

who might be a tax expert. Without quite descending into a tautology, simply put, a tax 

expert is anyone who has developed tax expertise. While the maintenance of this 

expertise will matter and while generally it may be assumed that the continued 

performance of work will usually be necessary, it is the possession of expertise which 

matters, and not the actual carrying out of any given form of tax work. In this sense, 

individuals can assume different roles in their jobs, but even if their day-to-day work 

does not require tax expertise, as long as they maintain the underlying capability to 

perform work at the level of proficiency suggested before, they could be considered tax 

experts.8 

3.4 Theoretical framework and literature review 

Building on Abbott (1988), Eyal (2013) claims that “the sociology of professions 

has been primarily a sociology of experts and has had comparatively little to say about 

expertise” (p. 870). Further, to the extent that scholars have considered professional 

knowledge or expertise, the focus tends to be on what professionals do with it, rather than 

on the knowledge or expertise itself (Young & Muller, 2014). Making “an analytical 

distinction between experts and expertise” (emphasis in original), Eyal (2013) insists that 

not being “reducible to one another”, the two warrant separate analysis (pp. 869-870). For 

his part, Abbott (1988) maintains that a profession must be understood foremost through 

the work carried out by its members. Criticizing earlier sociological literature for 

 

8 Thus, tax experts here encompass a group broader than the elite performers within the field (Ericsson et 

al., 2007; Kuhlmann & Ardichvili, 2015), but narrower than what might be understood by “tax 

practitioner”. 
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ignoring “who was doing what to whom and how” – or more broadly the “contents of 

professional activity” – Abbott (1988, pp. 1-2) contends that in place of organizational 

formalities, such as association, licensure or ethics codes, the focus in the study of 

professions should be on the work performed. Recognizing thus its centrality, Abbott’s 

(1988) seminal book begins with a chapter examining the nature of professional work, 

which provides the theoretical basis in this study for analyzing tax work. 

Viewed simply, the relation between professions and their work might be mapped 

by linking tasks to people (Abbott, 2005a), with function effectively forming structure, 

but Abbott (1988) insists that “the reality is more complex” (p. 35). Explaining that the 

tasks of professions are dealing with those “problems amenable to expert service” 

(Abbott, 1988, p. 35), he rejects both the position that problems are given facts, as well as 

the suggestion that they are nothing more than the creation of self-seeking groups. 

Objective qualities exist, but they do not determine the subjective perception of problems 

(Abbott, 1988, pp. 37-38). Whereas subjective qualities tend to be defined by the 

professions holding jurisdiction over a problem, the objective ones are external to an 

occupation and resist cultural reconstruction (Abbott, 1988, p. 36-40). 

Describing the division of labor, Abbott (1988) identifies a trichotomy of 

professional work (Sandefur, 2001). Specifically, professional practice entails three 

modalities of action: namely, (1) diagnosis, (2) inference, and (3) treatment (Abbott, 

1988). These are respectively a profession’s claims “to classify a problem, to reason 

about it, and to take action on it” (Abbott, 1988, p. 40). Diagnosis – the first mediating 

act – takes information into the professional knowledge system (Abbott, 1988, p. 40). 

Consisting of both colligation – the assembly of a “picture” of a problem through the 
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purposeful gathering of relevant facts – and classification – the referring of this 

“colligated picture to the dictionary of professionally legitimate problems” – diagnosis 

imposes a subjective structure on problems (Abbott, 1988, pp. 41-44). Diagnosis 

effectively involves what Schön (1983, 1992) describes as the process of problem-setting. 

The other mediating act is treatment, the backend of the client brokering process, 

which involves prescription instead of colligation (Abbott, 1988). While also organized 

around a classification system, it is structured differently. Focussed on giving results to 

clients, possible treatments define it (Abbott, 1988, pp. 44-45). Professions will try to 

reconcile both systems, but too close an association between diagnosis and treatment will 

permit the sort of codification that can leave professions vulnerable to commodification 

(Abbott, 1988; Power, 1995) and may ultimately lead to deprofessionalization (Haug, 

1975). 

As the middle stage, inference – or the “thinking” about a problem – is 

undertaken when the connection between diagnosis and treatment is obscure (Abbott, 

1988). While not directly synonymous with expertise, as a “purely professional act” 

(Abbott, 1988, p. 40) frequently affiliated with less routine work, inference will often 

involve a lot of the special knowhow many associate with the professions, be it 

professional judgment (Larson, 2013) or the “artistry” to which Schön (1983, 1992) 

refers. It is especially in this intermediary step where the real skill of professionals will be 

evident, and as already suggested, without a minimum of inference, work risks becoming 

routinized and thus deprofessionalized (Abbott, 1988). Claims to expertise are 

fundamentally tied to the implied ambiguity (Power, 1995). While the notion of 

indeterminacy in professional work is not new (Jamous & Peloille, 1970; Larson, 2013), 
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Abbott (1988) states that too much reliance on inference or professional judgment will 

cause work to become idiosyncratic, which can threaten its cultural legitimacy. 

Notwithstanding the wide reliance otherwise on his theorization, Abbott’s (1988) 

diagnosis-inference-treatment framework has not been applied nearly as extensively as a 

conceptual tool for analyzing expertise.9 The limited application of his model may relate 

to the elusive nature of expertise in general (Bedard, 1989; Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 2005; 

Power, 1995) and of inference in particular. The centrality of expert knowledge in 

professional work (Abbott, 1988; Gorman & Sandefur, 2011; Larson, 2013; Macdonald, 

1995) is easy to appreciate, as it distinguishes professions from each other and from 

laypersons (Liu, 2018), but articulating what expertise actually comprises is more 

challenging. While Abbott (1988) stresses the importance of formal knowledge systems, 

Liu (2018) suggests that he actually does not sufficiently elaborate on them, treating them 

largely as given instead. In fact, possibly due to its tacit nature, Abbott (1988) does not 

provide any real definition of inference in his chapter, but rather only describes aspects of 

it. 

Although the specifics of expertise relevant to any given profession might be 

difficult to ascertain, examining the general nature of the applicable inference should help 

sketch out an initial outline thereof, which in turn, can offer a starting point for 

distinguishing the skills that are pertinent in different work domains. Abbott (1988) 

elaborates that the time structures and the strategies for inference will vary by field. 

Whenever the costs are prohibitive or there are no second chances, professionals will 

 

9 Exceptions include Lowrey (2006), who applies it to examine the relationship between journalism and 

blogging, and Sandefur (2001), who uses it in testing the professional purity thesis within law. 
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have to form their treatment strategies at the outset (Abbott, 1988, p. 48). As for the 

strategies, inference can proceed by exclusion or by construction and it will vary in terms 

of the length of chains permitted (Abbott, 1988, pp. 49-50). Overall, expertise in general 

and inference in particular figure centrally in a profession, and even if the “irreducible 

residue of art in professional practice” (Schön, 1992) may resist clear definition (Bedard, 

1989), examining more closely the general characteristics thereof, will help provide a 

more complete appreciation of the underlying dynamics of a given field. 

3.4.1 Prior literature 

While Abbott (1988) offers a framework to examine professional work, 

notwithstanding frequent reference to his book and an extensive literature on tax 

professionals (Hahn & Ormeño Pérez, 2020), to date, his theorization has not been 

directly applied to provide an integrated understanding of tax work. Instead, research 

usually focusses on individual tasks performed by distinct types of tax practitioners. For 

instance, building in part on Shields et al. (1995), Roberts (1998) provides a 

comprehensive review of 52 early studies on tax accountants’ judgment and decision 

making.10 Taking a more micro view, this research tends to be experimental or quasi-

experimental and thus tests specific variables, rather than providing a more integrated 

picture of the overall nature of work in the field, although both Shields et al. (1995) and 

Roberts (1998) offer more general models of the judgment and decision making process 

that tax professionals will broadly follow. 

Grouping the early studies into five categories of factors affecting judgment and 

 

10 Although not as comprehensive and not specifically restricted to the literature on tax practitioners, more 

recent syntheses are offered by O’Neil and Samelson (2001) and Kelliher (2014). 
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decision making, Roberts (1998) notes that over 80% of the specific influences 

considered in the extant literature are individual-psychological, including affective 

factors, such as advocacy or ethical attitudes, or economic-environmental, such as client 

or firm characteristics. Some research employs variables tied more directly to the nature 

of the work itself, such as task relevant experience or knowledge (e.g., Bonner et al., 

1992). Overall, however, Roberts (1998) observes that comparatively few studies focus 

on task inputs or outputs or on cognitive processing, the aspects arguably the most 

directly linked to the work. Noteworthy exceptions include Spilker et al. (1999)11, which 

considers the ambiguity of the tax law (an input factor) and the decision context 

(compliance vs. planning, an output factor), as well as the studies by Marchant et al. 

(1991, 1992, 1993) that consider analogical reasoning, but which notably find little 

evidence of experience effects.12 

The pace of this research subsided somewhat subsequent to Roberts’ (1998) 

review, but such behavioural studies continue to predominate. The method tends to limit 

the analysis to narrower aspects of tax work, although some experiments have attempted 

to consider more factors and to add nuance to constructs. For example, O’Donnell et al. 

(2005) – in studying the influence of domain knowledge and complexity on compliance 

recommendations – separate domain knowledge into two dimensions, procedural 

knowledge and outcome expectations. Also, building on Marchant et al. (1991, 1992, 

1993), Magro and Nutter (2012) attempt to delve into some of the intricacies involved in 

the relatively common task of assessing authority strength. Specifically, considering 

 

11 Spilker et al. (1999) was a working paper when it was reviewed by Roberts (1998). 
12 Cuccia and Magro (2018) suggest that the participants in the study may not have been sufficiently 

experienced. 
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configural processing in addition to analogical reasoning, they note an experience effect 

in the ability to combine authority source and relevance (Magro & Nutter, 2012). 

However, in this stream, most research on tax professionals and their work continues to 

focus primarily on outside influences, rather than the characteristics of the work itself. 

For instance, Cloyd et al. (2012), in extending earlier studies on confirmation bias (Bobek 

et al., 2010; Cloyd & Spilker, 1999, 2000; Davis & Mason, 2003; Johnson, 1993; Kadous 

et al., 2008), examine how supervisors can influence tax professionals’ information 

searches, and Frecknall-Hughes et al. (2017), building on a similarly long stream of 

research looking at ethical attitudes (Blanthorne et al., 2014; Bobek & Radtke, 2007; 

Cruz et al., 2000; Doyle et al., 2009; Doyle et al., 2014; Yetmar & Eastman, 2000), 

consider the ethical influences on tax practitioners’ reasoning. 

This literature has advanced the understanding of certain facets of tax work, but as 

others have pointed out, it nevertheless suffers from certain limitations. Aside from the 

tendency to focus on more external factors, according to Roberts (1998, p. 104), much of 

this research uses “a ‘black box’ approach of manipulating inputs and measuring 

outputs”. Further, as Shields et al. (1995) observe, being presented information in closed-

fact situations, participants are typically passive. For their part, Fogarty and Jones (2014) 

argue that this method fails to unpack much of the nuance that characterizes the tax 

world, even if it may be informed by earlier studies, which are more grounded or which 

explore contextual aspects more deeply, such as Milliron (1988) or Magro (1999). The 

more micro view also largely ignores the nature of the field as a whole. As stated earlier, 

Abbott (1988) sees a profession’s jurisdiction as its claim over certain work. When 

jurisdictions have been legally recognized, the assortment of tasks subsumed will be 
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widely acknowledged (even if they might still be contested). However, when a profession 

has largely established itself only in the workplace arena (Abbott, 1988), then the main 

way its jurisdiction can be understood is by identifying the assemblage of the work of 

which it has taken ownership. Thus, the first stream of literature stops short of providing 

insight into how the individual tasks assumed assemble into the actual domains occupied 

by professions (Abbott, 1988, 2005a, 2005b; Leicht & Fennell, 2001). 

Studies looking at tax work on a more macrolevel tend to employ a qualitative 

approach. Part of this literature (e.g., Carter & Spence, 2014) – while considering some 

of the field level dynamics associated with tax knowledge – leaves the precise nature of 

tax expertise largely unexplored, blackboxing it instead (in a Latourian sense) as a form 

of capital (in a Bourdieusian sense) or a source of power (Feller & Schanz, 2017). 

Expertise is effectively treated as an attribute or something claimed by professionals 

(Eyal, 2013), sometimes simply to assert their status. The importance of tax expertise 

may be acknowledged, but these studies do not delve into the specifics of what this 

expertise actually entails. 

Some have tried to unpack tax work and the associated expertise. For instance, 

Hasseldine et al. (2011) explore and describe the market for corporate tax knowledge in 

the United Kingdom. Bringing in deep expertise as sellers of tax knowledge, accounting 

firms are often hired for specific complex tasks and to help clients interpret or understand 

tax implications (Hasseldine et al., 2011). Importantly, Hasseldine et al. (2011) explain 

that – given that tax legislation is not straightforward and thus involves an extensive 

amount of interpretation in its application – there is a “certain tacitness” to tax 

knowledge, as others have long recognized (Marchant & Robinson, 1999; Spaeth Jr., 
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1999). For their part, Frecknall-Hughes and Moizer (2015) consider how tax work might 

be evaluated in both the compliance and planning contexts, given the inherent problem of 

the quality of inputs and outputs of this work often being not directly observable, at least 

in the immediate term. Fogarty and Jones (2014) offer a rich description of the day-to-

day dilemmas tax practitioners face in performing their work, but again, their interview-

based study – like Frecknall-Hughes and Kirchler (2015) – focuses more on the 

interactions with others rather than the particular features of tax work. Both consider 

what Barley and Kunda (2001) refer to as the relational aspects of work roles, rather than 

the non-relational aspects, the two being originally conceptualized by Nadel (1957). Non-

relational elements are the recurrent activities, which encompass “what is done, and how 

it is done” or the associated “skills, tasks, and practices” (Barley & Kunda, 2001, p. 89). 

Thus, the macro literature offers an understanding of the market for tax 

knowledge as a whole, elaborating on some of its constituent parts and examining the 

relations between different actors, but it leaves the more microlevel aspects of the work 

itself largely unexplored, in spite of their influence the macrolevel phenomena 

considered.13 Stated differently, these studies do not examine the more specific nature of 

the tasks subsumed by their broad elaborations, and even though they often recognize the 

importance of expertise and identify some specific aspects thereof, they do not analyze its 

underlying essence. 

In short, there is a missing element in both streams of literature. Focusing on 

specific features and generally atomising processes (Power, 1995), the micro studies are 

 

13 As in the structuration of society (Giddens, 1984), influences can obviously go both ways. The critique 

here is that the bottom-up forces are often relegated in the macro literature.  
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limited in the insight they are able to provide about the overall nature of the profession 

and the work it performs. The macro studies tend to take the more specific content of the 

work – which is essentially at the heart of the field – largely for granted. Whereas the first 

stream lacks a “holistic view” of tax practitioners (Frecknall-Hughes & Kirchler, 2015, p. 

304), the second stream tends to “distance itself from a detailed understanding of work” 

(Barley & Kunda, 2001, p. 79). To apply an ecological metaphor, one stream allows us to 

understand trees in detail, while the other allows us to understand the overall nature of 

forests, but neither sufficiently investigates how trees actually make up the forests that we 

might be interested in.  

This study takes the position that in order to achieve a more complete 

understanding of the tax field, both the more detailed nature of its work and how it is 

assembled in practice must be considered jointly. As Power (1995) explains, “task” and 

“jurisdiction” are intrinsically linked in Abbott’s (1988) terms and to comprehend a 

profession, both must be examined together as “two moments of a single project” (p. 

336). The mapping that is presented next seeks to provide an integrated picture of tax 

work, which directly highlights the interrelatedness of different categories of work within 

the field. Elaborating on the nature of this work, its linkages, and the associated expertise 

not only provides a basis for understanding more fully the tax field, but it also helps to 

identify some of the distinctions with the more general work in law and accounting. 

3.5 Mapping the tax field 

Separate areas of work in the tax field are generally recognized within the policy 

(e.g., Thuronyi & Vanistendael, 1996), professional (e.g., MacKnight, 1997), academic 

(e.g., Cuccia & Magro, 2018) and educational domains (e.g., Beam et al., 2014). Some 
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specifics in the categorization suggested may be unique, but overall, the categories 

discussed build on widely shared understandings. The aim, however, is less about 

developing a more complete typology of tasks, than to identify the systematic relations 

between them. In this regard, Figure 3-1 offers a visual depiction, which provides a basis 

for understanding the fundamental linkages between the distinct forms of tax work. What 

follows is necessarily descriptive, but descriptions are what provide the initial insight into 

systems (Hopwood, 1979) and exactly what Shields et al. (1995) call for as a priority in 

advancing tax research. 

INSERT FIGURE 3-1 HERE 

In organizing the understanding of tax work, time is a profoundly defining aspect 

of the interrelationships, as indicated by the arrow. As others point out with respect to tax 

planning (Hasseldine & Morris, 2017; Schanz & Schanz, 2011), there is a critical 

difference between understanding it ex-ante and ex-post, or pre- and post-event. An event 

in this sense can be seen as a reference point in time to which a given tax matter relates. It 

can involve a specific incident, such as a transaction or the death of a taxpayer, or it 

might simply be a reference period, to which the regular filing of tax returns will relate. 

Events matter as they will dictate the facts of a situation and to a large extent the rules 

applicable. In the mapping, proximate post-event tasks are further distinguished from the 

work arising subsequent to this initial post-event work, which is here labelled as post-

post-event work. 

Spatially, the figure is intended to portray the general interrelationships between 

the different categories of work. Positioned at the bottom of the diagram, interpretation 

work – which involves the research supporting “all significant tax decision making” 
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(Magro & Nutter, 2012, p. 294) – underpins the four other categories. As a second broad 

category, tax planning sits under the remaining forms – reporting, evaluation and dispute 

resolution work – which, as the layered nature of the depiction implies, largely flow 

successively into each other. While it is maintained that the figure illustrates the general 

relations between the five categories of work, it is recognized that not all tax problems 

will be interlinked or systematically follow the depicted sequence. Further, a lot of tax 

work is iterative in nature (Shields et al., 1995) and the categories themselves might be 

blurred in practice (Frecknall-Hughes & Moizer, 2015). The specific forms of work are 

elaborated next. 

3.5.1 Understanding the different categories of tax work 

As stated, tax work can be broadly broken into five different sets of tasks. These 

include the two most commonly discussed categories – tax reporting (or compliance) and 

tax planning – which Black (1981) suggests respectively connect to the two principal 

objectives of taxpayers – complying with the law and minimizing tax costs. The three 

further sets – interpretation, evaluation, and dispute resolution – consist of work 

sometimes recognized under other labels, or categorized slightly differently (Beam et al., 

2014; Thuronyi & Vanistendael, 1996).14 Although it is acknowledged that – given the 

inherent interrelatedness (Frecknall-Hughes & Moizer, 2015) – the distinction between 

different forms of tax work can be fuzzy (Mulligan, 2008), the focus here is more on 

individual tasks and not on overall jobs or assignments. More traditional classifications 

 

14 For instance, the terms “tax consulting” or “tax advice” are sometimes used for tax planning or even tax 

interpretation work and Cuccia and Magro (2018) use “representation” for dispute resolution. The 

groupings proposed here are based on the view that the work in each is sufficiently distinct, thus warranting 

a separate examination, even if many of the tasks are closely connected.  
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tend to adopt a more client-oriented or deliverable perspective. Here, work is organized 

according to the nature of the tasks performed (or the non-relational elements, as 

described by Barley and Kunda (2001)) more than the end product.15 Thus, while the 

groupings are broadly based on commonly understood categories of work, they are also 

intended to provide a classification, which is tied to the nature of any applicable 

expertise. 

The two most expansive categories suggested by the diagram are interpretation 

and tax planning work. Although it may not be required in every situation and especially 

not in routine cases, as already stated, interpretation work underpins all the other forms of 

work. Interpretation essentially entails seeking clarity in unclear situations. As many note 

(e.g., Burton & Karlinsky, 2016; Hasseldine et al., 2011; O’Donnell et al., 2005), tax 

legislation can be both complex and ambiguous (Burton, 2007), sometimes intentionally 

so (Endicott, 2001; Marchant & Robinson, 1999), and even when it is relatively 

straightforward, the facts of a situation may not be clear, as client records might also be 

ambiguous (Helleloid, 1989). Thus, tax practitioners will often have to investigate 

matters further. The starting point is normally the tax legislation itself, but if it is 

ambiguous, practitioners will systematically resort to other hierarchical sources (Causey 

& McNair, 1990; Gardner et al., 2015; Katz et al., 2008), assessing authority strength as 

needed (Magro & Nutter, 2012). To the extent that a client’s situation lacks clarity, 

additional facts may be gathered. Since uncertainty can be encountered during any stage, 

all the other tasks may also involve interpretation work, but the nature of it will differ 

 

15 Some of the additional categories presented here can also directly be deliverables. For instance, a client 

might specifically ask a tax practitioner to provide an interpretation on a specific tax issue. Nevertheless, an 

expertise point of view is adopted as the main perspective. 
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before or after an event. Depending on where in the process it occurs, it may be to 

identify anticipated tax impacts or to develop support for a position, or the building of 

legal arguments. As ambiguity is frequently reduced with time, the hue changes as one 

moves from the more anticipatory end of the spectrum to the more retrospective end of 

interpretation work. 

Tax planning is the second category of work that lies beneath the three other 

categories. An important distinction, however, is that while interpretation work will often 

be a reaction to uncertainty in a given situation, tax planning work is generally a response 

to opportunity. Tax planning usually involves “open-fact” situations (Black, 1981; 

Magro, 1999; Shields et al., 1995), and hence strategizing, even if the facts may be 

controllable only within a range (Marchant & Robinson, 1999). Whereas international tax 

planning is typically simply a matter of arbitrage or the taking advantage of 

inconsistencies between rules in different jurisdictions (Hines Jr., 1999; Picciotto, 2018), 

domestically it will often involve structuring affairs in an anticipatory manner to reduce 

taxation (Frecknall-Hughes & Moizer, 2015). More aggressive forms of planning can 

involve the pushing of boundaries, but there tends to be a well understood distinction 

within the tax world between avoidance, which is considered legitimate, and evasion, 

which is not (Duff, 2009; Freedman, 2004). Chiefly occurring pre-event (Frecknall-

Hughes & Moizer, 2015), it is held here that resort can be made to distinct forms of 

planning during each stage. For instance, elections and many permitted deductions are 

discretionary and hence, even at the compliance stage, work can involve optimization 

decisions. Others have used the terms “tax minimization” to describe such ex-post 

planning and “tax optimization” for ex-ante planning (Schanz & Schanz, 2011). The 
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opportunities for planning diminish significantly post-event, though, as the facts are 

established and can no longer be manipulated, effectively becoming “closed-fact” 

situations (Shields et al., 1995). Thus, the rectangle representing this work fades as the 

timeline progresses. 

Generally prospective in nature (Roberts, 1998), tax planning can be separated 

into reactive and proactive work. While reactive planning will often be post-event – for 

instance, deciding the optimal way to deal with the assets of the estate of a deceased 

taxpayer – it may also be prompted by a proposed transaction, such as the buying or 

selling of a company or any other asset. Tax planning can be proactive as well (Glaister 

& Frecknall-Hughes, 2008). For example, an estate freeze can be implemented for an 

individual taxpayer, or in the case of a business, intangibles may be offshored. Overall, 

time still figures centrally, but the more fundamental factor is whether the tax planning is 

a response to other events – past or proposed – or at the origin of proposed events. The 

possibilities for strategizing will be the most open in proactive planning, but those within 

the field concede that unchecked, it may lead to the “tax tail” wagging the business dog 

(Fogarty & Jones, 2014; Glaister & Frecknall-Hughes, 2008; Tucker, 2015). 

The three remaining forms of work are all chiefly post-event. While typically 

flowing sequentially from one to another, each stage is affected by any related tax 

planning decisions. The first category is reporting or tax compliance work, which entails 

the “identification and assessment of appropriate tax treatments for completed 

transactions” (Magro 1999, p. 64).  Involving “closed-fact” situations (Black, 1981; 

Shields et al., 1995), it may appear simpler, but as already suggested, this work will often 

require the interpretation of both facts and the relevant law (Marchant & Robinson, 
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1999). Even when the law is clear, there is often uncertainty in practice, so beyond 

exploiting any ambiguity (Spilker et al., 1999), tax compliance can entail taking 

advantage of the latitude permitted in presenting information in the best way possible 

(Frecknall-Hughes & Moizer, 2015). Most common are the preparation and filing of tax 

returns, but other tasks exist. Aside from additional forms or schedules that legislation 

may require, such as for certain elections, there is peripheral reporting work, like the 

drafting of legal documents associated with transactions or the recording of tax liabilities 

for financial statement purposes. Importantly, some of this compliance work actually 

brings matters into legal effect for tax purposes, and in this sense, it is not post-event, but 

an integral part of the event itself. 

Evaluation work flows from this initial reporting work. Much of it is performed 

by tax authorities, such as the initial assessment of any tax returns that are filed, but it can 

comprise other tasks. For instance, tax practitioners might carry out due diligence work 

when a business is being purchased, and as part of their regular review work, auditors 

will examine tax provisions in financial statements.16 

Finally, dispute resolution work is depicted as the narrowest category, given that 

it will only arise in situations where a matter is actually contested.17 It includes the simple 

 

16 While due diligence work will generally precede transactions and thus inform tax structuring (i.e. tax 

planning) work, it is considered post-event work as it principally seeks to understand the tax history up to 

that point in time. 
17 To put the relative infrequency of disputes into perspective, whereas the Canada Revenue Agency 

processes nearly 30 million income tax returns every year, less than 100,000 objections are filed annually, 

corresponding to about 0.2% of the number of returns filed (OAG, 2016). However, the suggestion that it is 

the narrowest category does not mean that it will entail less work, something implied by the tax in dispute 

amounting to about 2% of the total income tax collected (OAG, 2016). Especially if a matter is drawn out, 

the rectangle could be seen extending much further to the left along the timeline, as it is not unusual for it 

to take over 10 years to resolve some objections (OAG, 2016). Thus, even if it represents a subset of 

situations, the total work involved could be much more. 
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follow up suggested by Frecknall-Hughes and Moizer (2015), such as informal requests 

for additional information in the assessment process, and also dealing with tax audits and 

contesting matters through the stages in the administration system (Edgar et al., 2010), 

from filing notices of objection to finally litigating a matter through the different levels of 

the court system. 

3.5.2 Understanding the different forms of expertise 

Abbott’s (1988) modalities of action provide a useful lens for analyzing the 

different sets of tasks. Whereas the previous section described the categories of work, 

Abbott (1988) offers theoretical concepts for sketching out the nature of the expertise 

required for each. Specifically, by applying his framework, one can separate expert from 

nonexpert work, as well as the tasks that require tax expertise, as opposed to other forms 

of expertise.  

While all work will involve an element of categorizing and acting towards a 

problem – or diagnosis and treatment – the degree and nature of inference required varies 

significantly. For instance, some tasks entail “trivial diagnoses” and “purely conventional 

treatment” (Abbott, 1988, p. 45), and thus, very little, if any, inference. A straightforward 

example is tax return preparation, where the problem – a client’s need to determine and 

settle a tax liability – is addressed with the completion of whatever standardized form or 

calculation is required. Aspects of compliance may call for some interpretation, but 

usually these are more circumscribed, and to the extent that interpretative matters are 

more complicated, they might be referred to more expert individuals. Although the 

complexity of reporting has increased in recent years, especially as it relates to 

international taxation and the accounting for taxes (Burton & Karlinsky, 2016), overall, 
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this form of work is still characterized by less indeterminacy (Jamous & Peloille, 1970; 

Larson, 2013) or ambiguity (Magro, 1999). It is precisely such routinized work, which 

will often become subordinated, delegated or deprofessionalized (Abbott, 1988). Thus, 

unsurprisingly, sometimes described as a commodity (Dunbar & Phillips, 2001), tax 

return preparation is frequently carried out by nonprofessionals (Soled & DeLaney 

Thomas, 2017) and to the extent that professional firms assume this work, it typically is 

performed by more junior staff or, as is the case more recently, outsourced to other 

countries (Daugherty et al., 2012; Robertson et al., 2005; Soled, 2005). Tax compliance is 

also historically one of the first, and thus far, most automated areas of tax work (Toder, 

2005; Waters, 1992). Overall, by understanding the sorts of tasks requiring only very 

basic diagnoses and treatments, and little, if any, inference, a distinction can be drawn 

between more routine tax work, and that which is more expert in nature, which can help 

identify areas of professional vulnerability.18  

Applying Abbott’s (1988) framework to the more expert tasks similarly allows 

one to discriminate more pure tax work from tasks necessitating other forms of expertise. 

Tax litigation is a good example. Tax litigators exist, but arguably their success as 

professionals is determined more by their ability to litigate than by their tax expertise. 

Skills that may come into play, according to Spaeth Jr. (1999), include the “selection and 

preparation of witnesses, the order in which their testimony is presented, the choice of 

 

18 It should be noted that in differentiating more professional from more routine (or less expert) work, it is 

not implied that professionals will be engaged solely in the former. Professionals often carry out routine 

tasks (Abbott, 1981; Riordan & Osterman, 2016). The distinction lies in the professional’s ability as an 

expert to perform more advanced work. (S)he will have been trained and with time will have increasing 

experience in carrying out such tasks (Kuhlmann & Ardichvili, 2015). Even if the actual reliance on it may 

be limited on a daily basis, the expert still possesses this expertise, in contrast to the nonexpert. Further, 

when it comes to nonroutine cases, resort will normally be made to the professional rather than the 

nonexpert. 
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issues to be emphasized, [and] the cross-examination of the opponent’s witnesses” (p. 

32). Success can involve calculated tactics, such as papering the other party to death or 

otherwise intentionally causing inconvenience by being a “hardball player” (Spaeth Jr., 

1999). However, as far as tax knowledge is concerned, when a matter reaches the stage 

where litigators become engaged, the issues have not only been more clearly identified, 

but generally also narrowly defined. Depending on the assessment process, it can be 

years before a case is litigated. Aside from hindsight resolving some of the uncertainty in 

a given client situation, specific ambiguities in the law will often diminish with the 

passing of time, as other cases are tried.19 Thus, while some interpretation will still be 

necessary, not only will the extent of it be more limited, but it will also occur within a 

less ambiguous environment than the one in which initial tax decisions were made. The 

tax knowledge necessary to successfully litigate a case is therefore narrower and can 

more easily be selectively obtained as required. Recognizing this, many law firms will 

often pair litigators with tax experts in their firms when pursuing a case, rather than 

separately grooming expert tax litigators.20 

Overall, while the tasks in the three succeeding categories of work in Figure 3-1 

cannot all be described as being less expert in nature, to the extent that professional skills 

are required, it is not really a tax-specific form of expertise. Instead, individuals 

performing these more peripheral tasks achieve success by combining the requisite tax 

 

19 There are obviously limits to the extent to which hindsight can be used. For instance, it has been held that 

the courts should not use hindsight to second-guess taxpayers’ valid business decisions (Williamson & 

Chapman, 2010). However, often decisions are taken with incomplete or ambiguous information, so to the 

extent that more certainty is achieved in this respect, the issue becomes easier to assess with time. 
20 This point emerged in several of the discussions in the more historical project. In Canada, the community 

of tax litigators is very small, being a subset of the already minority community of lawyers working in the 

area of tax.  
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knowledge with the nontax expertise that is more relevant to this other work. In short, in 

exercising their practical expertise or “knowing-how” from another domain, such 

professionals draw on a base of specialized knowledge or “knowing-that” from the tax 

field (Ryle, 1945; Young & Muller, 2014). While in the case of tax litigation, as already 

discussed, the skill as a litigator will count, another example is the auditing skill, which 

matters for accountants assessing tax provisions or those in government who audit actual 

tax compliance. For professionals carrying out the two core forms of tax work, however, 

more tax-specific kinds of expertise will be important. 

3.5.3 Understanding tax expertise 

To understand tax expertise, it is useful to examine more closely the skills 

involved from a tax perspective in the different modalities of action. On the frontend, 

there is the diagnosis or what can be seen as the identifying and formulating of tax 

problems (Roberts, 1998), or the task of “problem-setting” (Schön, 1992). Problems must 

be “recognized and properly defined” before they can be solved (Black, 1981, p. 299). 

The problem with problems is not only that the less expert may entirely overlook them 

(Black, 1981, p. 299), but rarely being well formed, real-world problems are “complex 

and ill-defined, and involve many different types of factors mixed up with technical 

issues” (Young & Muller, 2014, p. 11). Issue identification is a key skill within the tax 

realm (Katz et al., 2008) as tax questions can be elusive (Gardner et al., 2015), but once 

identified, problems must be framed (Roberts, 1998; Schön, 1992). Effectively, this is the 

colligation or assembling of a picture Abbott (1988) discusses. Black (1981, p. 308) 

elaborates: 

Problem formulation defines the question to be answered and gives 
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direction to its solution by establishing restrictions for acceptable 

alternatives. To define a problem is to discover what the problem solution 

wants to become, and a definition of a problem is the dust particle around 

which the snowflake is formed. 

As crucial as diagnosis might be, expertise involves the ability to navigate the 

entire process. For the problems that are complex, this involves inference (Abbott, 1988). 

Like in chess, where the opening and closing moves are often formulaic, it is the “middle 

game” where the real skill of experts comes into play (Abbott, 1988, p. 48). Frequently 

incorporating a high degree of tacit knowledge, as a modality of action, inference is a 

form of expertise that will typically develop with experience (Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 2005). 

As suggested earlier, within the tax field, tax-specific expertise is the most evident in tax 

planning and interpretation work, as both involve a higher degree of tax-associated 

inference. What matters, though, in comparing this work to the other three categories, is 

the nature of this inference and expertise, more than the quantum. The essence of the 

expertise associated with interpretation and tax planning work is explored next. 

INSERT FIGURE 3-2a AND 3-3b HERE 

3.5.4 Expertise in interpretation 

Interpretation is infused with inference. To the extent that the other forms of work 

require inference, it will frequently be carried out by inserting interpretation as a middle 

task. The twin challenges of ambiguity and complexity in both the law and the facts of a 

situation (Helleloid, 1989; Marchant & Robinson, 1999) were alluded to previously. It is 

precisely when something is ambiguous – when an aspect of a diagnosed matter has no 

clear answer or treatment – that resort must be made to inference by way of 

interpretation. Drawing on Abbott’s (1988) modalities of action, Figure 3-2a illustrates 
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both how interpretation can fulfill the role of inference in the other sets of tasks, as well 

as how, as a distinct category of work, it can embody all the modalities, from the frontend 

classification of a problem to the backend provision of a solution.21 It is in the middle 

modality – or the thinking about the problem – where interpretation is synonymous with 

inference. With respect to interpretation, inference operates largely by way of legal 

reasoning, or “the construction of arguments to justify a legal position” (Marchant & 

Robinson, 1999, p. 14). 

Interpretation work requires research. In this respect, there is a generally 

recognized process (Gardner et al., 2015; Katz et al., 2008; Magro, 2005; Magro & 

Nutter, 2012), starting with the issue identification stage described previously. In looking 

to the facts of a situation as well as the applicable law, tax research involves combining 

both the technical and functional knowledge to which Bonner et al. (1992) refer. At the 

frontend, gathering facts is crucial (Gardner et al., 2015). As “problem finding may hinge 

on one minor unrevealed fact”, it is imperative for tax professionals to identify all the 

relevant facts and “hazardous” for them “to proceed without all the available relevant 

facts or with assumptions instead of facts” (Black, 1981, p. 304). Relevance matters and 

in this respect there is a filtration process. This interpretation of facts is part of the 

colligation, or the reducing of a problem to an “admissible level of ambiguity” (Abbott, 

1988). Tax professionals, like physicians, “are confronted with signs and symptoms every 

 

21 The diagnosis or frontend classification of a problem is depicted in the diagram with a “P” and the 

treatment or backend provision of a solution, with an “S”. Although interpretation is dominated by 

inference, it also comprises elements of diagnosis and treatment, especially when it is carried out directly 

for a client. In this case, it will involve both gathering facts and determining the issues, as mentioned 

previously, as well as identifying the relevant law. These are recognized as the first three steps in 

conducting tax research (Katz et al., 2008; Gardner et al., 2015). While the actual analysis consists of 

inference, the conclusion and communications flowing from this process, including formal opinions 

(Rothman, 2011), constitute the end treatment. 
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day” (Black, 1981, p. 299), but what counts is knowing which facts are critical (Gardner 

et al., 2015; Marchant & Robinson, 1999). While the discovery of facts of a case might 

simply involve individuals digging deeper or looking further, Spaeth Jr. (1999) suggests 

that more experienced professionals will be more adept at this and often intuitively know 

what to focus on.  

Similarly, there is a distinct skill associated with identifying which parts of the 

law are pertinent in any given case. As Spaeth Jr. (1999) explains, “[t]he senior has 

learned by ways unnoticed at the time, to gauge the relative weight of the applicable legal 

principles more accurately than can the junior” (p. 32). Notwithstanding its complexity, 

tax legislation will often not provide a clear answer to a given fact pattern, and to address 

this second source of ambiguity, reference will have to be made to jurisprudence or other 

sources (Gardner et al., 2015). Searching for relevant sources involves analogical 

reasoning (Marchant & Robinson, 1999). Selecting the tax authorities to rely on entails 

an evaluation process in which not only the authority strength is assessed, but its 

relevance as well (Magro & Nutter, 2012). Any trained professional will know the 

general hierarchy of different authorities, but the relative strength may be less clear when 

specific sources are considered, such as individual court decisions. While the objective 

ultimately is to find something specifically “on point”, often resort has to be made to 

analogs that do not match as well. In this respect, experienced practitioners will be more 

skilled at matching on structural similarity rather than surface similarity, or issues instead 

of case facts (Magro & Nutter, 2012). The drawing of analogies helps in developing 

support for a position, or the legal arguments to which Marchant and Robinson (1999) 

refer. Finally, on the backend, constituting the recommended treatments prescribed 
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(Abbott, 1988), the tax research process involves the assessment of risks and the forming 

of conclusions (Magro, 2005; Magro & Nutter, 2012). 

Although there is a general understanding of the forms of knowledge, as well as 

the steps typically involved in interpretation, it is suggested that a certain expertise is 

required in effectively carrying out this process, which extends beyond adaptivity 

(Magro, 2005). In short, the “knowing how” cannot be reduced to procedural rules or 

stated in terms of “knowing that”. Studies (Marchant et al., 1991, 1993) have shown that 

the pertinent expertise consists not simply of knowing which legal rule to apply, but 

instead of “the subtle melding of semantic similarity, structural consistency, and 

pragmatic considerations to generate the precedent that makes the strongest argument” 

(Marchant & Robinson, 1999, p. 16). While this skill is key within the tax field, also of 

significance – but not directly considered by Marchant and Robinson (1999) – is the 

expertise in tax planning, which is examined next. 

3.5.5 Expertise in tax planning 

Tax planning is the other area which can be considered as one of most expert 

types of tax work. Although it also involves a significant amount of inference, unlike the 

three other categories, any tax-specific inference will not operate mainly by way of 

interpretation (even if it may sometimes be required). Tax planning demands an 

additional form of expertise, which is different in nature from that involved in 

interpretation work. Whereas an appreciation of subtlety and nuance is important in the 

latter, what matters more in tax planning is imagination or creativity (Feller & Schanz, 

2017). Further, while the inference in interpretation is mainly legal in nature, it extends 

beyond the legal in planning work. 
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Overall, characterized by strategizing, tax planning entails the generation and 

evaluation of multiple alternatives. Described as an “ill-structured” task, planning 

requires professionals to “evaluate a client’s situation and determine the potential 

problems and opportunities (issues), ascertain the means available for addressing the 

issues, and identify alternative actions and their associated costs and benefits” (Bonner et 

al., 1992, p. 3). Admittedly, a range of sophistication exists, with some tax planning 

simply being “the mechanical application of the bright-line rules that everyone is 

supposed to learn” (Sims & Sunley, 1992, p. 451). The level of inference will thus clearly 

vary with the complexity involved. The notion of a “bag of tricks” may hold with respect 

to some plans, but to become effective tax planners, professionals must first master the 

rules more generally (Sims & Sunley, 1992). Further, although maintaining an up-to-date 

knowledge on planning ideas is important, the real expertise is not so much in the 

selection and application of the latest tax plans, but instead in the actual design of tax 

strategies. Hence, the assumption that practitioners will start with the “same endowment 

of generally conceivable tax planning methods” (Feller & Schanz, 2017, p. 506), 

effectively glosses over that part of the work involving the most creativity. “Off-the-

shelf” strategies certainly exist (Cloyd, 1999) and good practitioners will know them, but 

these ideas have to be developed first. 

As stated previously, a lot of tax planning occurs in “open-fact” situations (Black, 

1981; Shields et al., 1995), which involving a broader set of considerations, tend to be 

more complex (Payne, 1976; Wood, 1986), as well as more ambiguous (Magro, 1999). 

Taking nontax goals into consideration (Magro, 1999), tax professionals in open-fact 

situations must evaluate “how tax costs and their associated probabilities interact with the 
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benefits, costs and associated probabilities for potential personal and/or business 

investing, financing and/or operating transactions” (Shields et al., 1995, p. 82). In 

addition to being mindful of the impact on future events (Magro, 2005), effective tax 

planning will look beyond minimizing a single taxpayer’s liability and consider the 

position of all parties (Scholes et al., 2014). Overall – in contrast to the more “reductive” 

processes characterizing closed-fact situations – tax planning relies more on 

“constructive” processes (Shield et al., 1995). 

Albeit clearly requisite, as already suggested, it is generally not the more technical 

skills that have a real bearing on more sophisticated plans. Even if some rules 

encountered in planning can be very complicated,22 the individual aspects of tax plans are 

often not that complex. Expert practitioners will acquire familiarity with the standard 

pieces, and the amount of legal interpretation involved in setting up any given tax 

structure may be limited. More time will typically be invested in analyzing a client’s 

situation than in analyzing the law. In this sense, the work of tax experts can be likened to 

that of architects, who from a rather standard set of elements – doors, windows, roofs, 

etc. – design structures that meet the specific needs of clients.23 In short, the skill 

involved is less about a “knowing that” of the individual pieces and more about the 

 

22 Some obvious examples in the Canadian context are the rules concerning butterfly transactions in Section 

55 or the bump rules on the winding up of a corporation under Section 88. 
23 Notably, some in the larger project indicated that they had initially considered architecture as an alternate 

career and that it was the creative aspects of planning that attracted them to the tax field (see Hahn & King 

(2021)). The fact that “tax structuring” is frequently used in practice (Picciotto, 1995; Canellos, 2001; 

Sheppard, 2005; Lankhorst & van Dam, 2017), especially in the international context, suggests that – in its 

essence – some tax planning work may be more akin to that of a completely disparate field like architecture 

than neighboring fields such as law or accounting. Abbott (1988) offers another example. Based on the 

underlying nature, the treating of broken bones may be conceptually similar to the fixing of bridges, and 

thus from this perspective, the work of a doctor specializing in fractures may be closer to that of an 

engineer than that of a doctor who treats illnesses (Abbott, 1988). 
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“knowing how” of how these pieces work together and ultimately how they can be 

effectively combined in a given context.  

A certain degree of tacit knowledge also operates here, as many rules are not 

marked with bright lines. Therefore, judgement is frequently involved, with expert 

practitioners knowing “just how far the inconsistencies may be pushed” (Sims & Sunley, 

1992, p. 451). This instinct goes beyond understanding the overall aims or values of a 

taxpayer (Feller & Schanz, 2017), as proficient tax planners intuitively grasp the 

distinction between a “great result” and one which is “too good to be true” (Sims & 

Sunley, 1992, p. 452) and thus fails the “smell test” (MacKnight, 1997). The growing 

importance of tax risk management (de Oliveira Neto, 2017; Erle, 2008; Lavermicocca, 

2011; Mulligan & Oats, 2009; Neubig & Sangha, 2004; Neuman et al., 2020) underscores 

the prior suggestion that good tax planning will be mindful of a host of factors. 

Increasingly, when designing strategies, it is no longer just the defensibility in courts that 

matters (Radcliffe et al., 2018), but also reputational concerns or the “Wall Street Journal 

Test” (Gallemore et al., 2014; Graham et al., 2014; Hanlon & Slemrod, 2009), with some 

suggesting that tax plans will even have to become future-proofed (EY, 2018). Overall, 

tax planning is arguably one of the most indeterminate zones of practice in the tax realm 

and thus the area where “professional artistry” counts the most (Schön, 1992). 

3.5.6 Distinguishing tax work and expertise from more traditional accounting and legal 

work 

Having identified the tax-specific expertise vital to the core of the field, as well as 

alluded to the skills pertinent in more peripheral work, it is useful to contrast both in 

order to develop a deeper understanding of the first. A comparison aided by Abbott’s 
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(1988) conceptualization highlights in particular the distinctions between tax and the 

more traditional work performed by lawyers and accountants, the two professions from 

which most tax practitioners stem (Brown, 1998). While the content is obviously 

different, as already suggested, what differs much more fundamentally is the underlying 

nature. Since taxation remains legal at its base (Black & Black, 2004; Thuronyi & 

Vanistendael, 1996), understanding the differences with accounting work is especially 

relevant, given that many are trained initially as accountants (Brown, 1998). 

There is a longstanding recognition (Roberts, 1998) that the practice of tax is 

closer to law than accounting. Listing some of the differences, Roberts (1998) highlights 

certain skills required in tax work, such as locating, interpreting and evaluating statutes. 

The specific expertise in question is different not only in substance, though, but in its 

essence. Bonner et al. (1992) elaborate on some of the inherent distinctions between audit 

and tax. Whereas auditing entails searching for a “truth” (Shields et al., 1995) by finding 

problems and understanding the impact thereof on financial statements, tax work involves 

identifying problems as well as opportunities, with the aim of finding optimal solutions 

for clients (Bonner et al., 1992). The thinking process is intrinsically different. The 

former entails “backward reasoning from ‘symptoms’ (financial indicators and other 

information) to causes (possible errors)”, while the latter involves “forward reasoning 

from ‘symptoms’ (facts) to consequences (tax effects)” (Bonner et al., 1992, p. 2-3). In 

short, whereas auditing largely requires “reductive” processes, a lot of tax work relies on 

the “constructive” processes described earlier (Shields et al., 1995). Also, in audit, the 

key in the work are the processes themselves, rather than the final product, as “comfort” 

is ultimately offered with a standardized report (Pentland, 1993; Power, 1995), whereas 
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tax plans are a customizable product tailored to a client’s needs. 

The distinction between evaluating versus solving problems hints at a further 

difference. Whereas auditors are expected to maintain independence (Gendron et al., 

2006; Hogan & Brassard, 2003), the long understood role of tax advisors as client 

advocates (Bobek et al., 2010; Brody & Masselli, 1996; Jackson & Milliron, 1989; 

Roberts, 1998) is professionally recognized (AICPA, 2018). This fundamental difference 

in the approach to work again places professional accountants practicing tax closer to 

lawyers – who more generally are trained to adopt an advocacy role (Cockfield, 2016) – 

than more traditionally practicing accountants. Some suggest, however, that the advocacy 

role within the tax field is (or perhaps should be) more circumscribed compared to other 

areas of the law, where arriving at the “truth” for justice generally depends on the 

vigorous competition among equals (Lavoie, 2013). Within the regular administration of 

a self-reporting tax system, this presumption is possibly less valid, and thus, more 

emphasis might be placed on the “gate-keeping” or enforcement role that tax 

professionals are also expected to perform (Afield, 2014; Klepper et al., 1991 ; Lavoie, 

2013).24 

The potentially more nuanced nature of advocacy within the tax field suggests 

that tax work more broadly, while still legal in nature (Flynn, 1998; Thuronyi & 

Vanistendael, 1996), is nevertheless also distinct from other areas of the law (Black & 

Black, 2004; Zelenak, 2014). While the objective foundation for all legal practice is the 

 

24 Lawyers more generally are expected to act as officers of the court, so in this respect, it is not suggested 

that practicing tax is fundamentally distinct from practicing law. Regarding zealous advocacy, though, 

Lavoie (2013) questions the appropriateness of already adopting an adversarial position well before a tax 

matter is contested. 
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law, understanding the particular nature of tax legislation offers further insight into how 

tax differs from other legal work. To begin, tax rules sit on and interact with other laws 

(Edgar et al., 2010; Wilkie & Hogg, 2014), like corporate law, so tax lawyers – while 

often described as specialists – must in effect also be generalists, as tax is not a self-

contained body of law (Caron, 1994).25 Being a very codified area, tax practitioners also 

have to be more adept at statutory interpretation (Arnold, 1999) compared to those 

practicing law more generally in common law jurisdictions. Most importantly, though, 

tax statutes – sometimes described as “particularly impenetrable” (Thuronyi, 1996) or 

“obscenely complex” (Clemens, 1999, p. 518) – are often not only among the most 

technically complicated pieces of legislation, but they are also frequently among the most 

rapidly changing, a dynamism which has been long recognized (Roberts, 1998). Given 

the “morass” of interconnected rules (Luttman et al., 2015), neither basic legal research 

skills nor “a broad background in peripheral legal issues” is sufficient to address tax 

questions (Black & Black, 2004, p. 92). Beyond understanding that a tax issue exists in 

the first place, practitioners must also be adept at identifying the potential impact of 

numerous interrelated provisions (Black & Black, 2004). The implication of the inherent 

and continually evolving complexity is not only that “years of tutelage” are required to 

practice competently (Black & Black, 2004), but also that once acquired, tax knowledge 

must be maintained actively (Moody, 2012; Weber, 1977), as it faces quick obsolescence. 

A higher level of complexity is a difference in degree versus one in kind 

(Zelenak, 2014). As already suggested, though, more fundamental distinctions exist with 

 

25 In this regard, nonlawyers are handicapped when it comes to practicing tax (Black & Black, 2004), and 

in many jurisdictions, they will have to defer to lawyers those questions that fundamentally relate to other 

laws.  
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respect to the nature of the inference applicable in the tax field. Concerning the general 

approach to solving problems, Abbott (1988) states that professionals can operate by way 

of exclusion or construction. Exclusion necessitates multichance time structuring, so 

whenever there is no luxury of a second chance, construction must be used (Abbott, 

1988). Whereas doctors proceed by exclusion, tacking back and forth between diagnosis 

and treatment – not unlike the tinkering of mechanics – until a problem is resolved, 

military strategists proceed by construction (Abbott, 1988). How the efficacy of treatment 

is measured also matters. For some professions, the successes achieved are important, 

while for others it is all about avoiding catastrophes or failures (Abbott, 1988). Tying in 

with the “reductive” and “constructive” processes (Shields et al., 1995) previously 

identified, professions with multiple chances will minimize failure through exclusionary 

reasoning, whereas those with only one chance will follow the strategy of building chains 

of inference until they have identified a treatment that maximizes the likelihood of 

success (Abbott, 1988). 

Overall, tax and more traditional accounting work sit on opposite ends in both 

respects. Even if they may be searching for a “truth” (Shields et al., 1995), what matters 

for auditors is not so much getting the financial information right, as not getting it 

wrong.26 Further, while financial statements are prepared at specific moments in time, in 

the case of a going concern, they are part of a continuous sequence. In this sense, the 

work of accountants is analogous to forestry workers, who – as Abbott (1988) describes it 

 

26 Not getting it wrong might appear no different from getting it right. However, if one considers the notion 

of materiality (Arens et al., 2016), it becomes clear that these are not at all the same thing. 
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– are tasked with managing a relatively continual process.27 In contrast, in setting up a tax 

plan, what matters is getting it right. In this sense, tax practitioners are like lawyers who 

litigate or architects who design, as they offer their client a single treatment in any given 

situation. In fact, the chance tax professionals have may even be more restricted, as once 

a plan is set into motion, the legal effect of any associated transactions may be difficult, if 

not impossible to undo, and thus effectively irreversible (Magro, 1999, 2005).28 

3.5.7 Summary 

To summarize, tax work comprises five different categories of tasks. Forming the 

core of the field, interpretation and tax planning can occur at various moments, but as 

time progresses, the character of this work changes, becoming increasingly restricted in 

nature, as situations move from being “open-fact” to “closed-fact” (Shields et al., 1995). 

The three other categories – reporting, evaluation and dispute resolution work – are more 

peripheral to the field and flow sequentially from events, some of which are specifically 

induced as part of a tax plan. Distinct forms of expertise matter to the different sets of 

tasks, but the two categories which entail tax-specific expertise are interpretation and tax 

 

27 The analogy arguably applies especially to those working in the internal accounting departments of 

organizations. Tax compliance may be similarly recurrent, but its regularity flows directly from the 

repetitive nature of financial reporting. As suggested, though, compliance is more peripheral work from a 

tax perspective and the recurring task here can be viewed as an extension of regular accounting work, 

which explains why accountants historically became involved in tax in the first place (Brown & Paton, 

2003; Frecknall-Hughes & McKerchar, 2013; McGregor, 1960). To the extent that reporting work is 

directly tied to any underlying tax planning, it tends to be more discrete in nature. 
28 Overall, it should be noted that the distinctions are not a dichotomy, so much as points on a continuum. 

For instance, even if they may have “only one chance”, Abbott (1988) acknowledges that litigators can 

change strategies midcourse or that architects can anticipate future modifications to buildings. Good tax 

practitioners will similarly anticipate certain changes to a client’s circumstances, but it will still be 

important to get it right at the moment that any given plan is implemented. As an example, transferring an 

asset may result in a disposition for tax purposes, the consequences of which may be difficult to undo (even 

if the asset may be transferred back). In this sense, setting a tax plan into effect might be more akin to 

launching a rocket, where to get it right, all the relevant details must be attended to before the actual 

launch. I thank Gregory Morris for this additional insight. 
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planning work. The expertise in interpretation operates through the legal reasoning, 

which underpins all other work. In tax planning, which underlies the three remaining 

forms of work, the requisite expertise involves creativity and strategizing. The mapping 

presented offers a more organized understanding of tax work and the accompanying 

analysis, a more developed appreciation of its fundamental characteristics, as well as 

certain key distinctions vis-à-vis more general accounting or legal work. Some more 

direct current and potential future applications of the framework are discussed next. 

3.6 Potential applications 

3.6.1 Current insights 

In highlighting some of the important distinctions between tax and accounting or 

legal work more generally, this study provides a basis for considering the transferability 

of existing knowledge from these broader fields by identifying more clearly the potential 

limitations that have been long argued to exist (Cuccia & Magro, 2018; Shields et al., 

1995). For example, acknowledging that tax practice is set by the law, and thus 

fundamentally rules-based, will lead to an awareness that understandings of more norms-

based practices, such as accounting, might not be directly applicable to tax. This is not to 

suggest that insights are not transferable, but that they should be carefully considered, 

rather than assumed. Aside from helping to avoid “muddying the waters” (Oats & Morris, 

2017), more mindfulness may in itself lead to specific research questions, in addition to 

those already suggested in the future extensions. Beyond the potential guidance offered 

for future studies, the framework also lends itself as a tool to providing more clarity in a 

fragmented domain (Oats, 2012). Whereas Anesa et al. (2019) make sense of the 

complexity of the overall tax field by considering the multiplicity of actors, this study 
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helps make sense (Astley, 1985; Weick, 1989) of the work performed by its main 

category of actors: tax practitioners. On a more basic level, the more nuanced 

understanding of the work assumed by different types of professionals could be used to 

develop a clearer and more consistent use of labels, addressing concerns about the present 

profusion (Devos, 2012; Frecknall-Hughes & McKerchar, 2013; Hahn & Ormeño Pérez, 

2020). 

The mapping also possibly offers some immediate academic insights, which could 

be explored further. For example, the planning and interpretation work involved in tax 

consulting is often associated with more elite practitioners (Kuhlmann & Ardichvili, 

2015). Attributable in part to the more non-routine nature of this work, the implied 

prestige might also be explained by Abbott’s (1988) professional purity thesis (Sandefur, 

2001). Specifically, professionals will tend to have more status, the more they perform 

the work linked to the core of their field, the more this work involves inference, is 

abstract or carried out within the confines of the professional knowledge system, and the 

less they engage directly with clients, especially those who are less sophisticated (Abbott, 

1988; Sandefur, 2001). In tax, interpretation will occur mainly within the professional 

knowledge system, sometimes with limited direct interaction with clients, and the more 

complex planning work associated with transactions will frequently be mediated through 

teams of other professionals. Brokering is “a dirty business” (Abbott, 1988, p. 47). Thus, 

the professionals whose relations with clients are mediated by others or who deal with 

clients who are sufficiently sophisticated to prepackage problems are often perceived as 

engaging in the “purest” forms of work in their field (Abbott, 1988). Complicated issues 
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requiring interpretation will be regularly sent to tax experts by other professionals29, and 

insofar as they are referred directly to tax practitioners, often they will come from clients 

with a certain level of tax knowledge. Thus, unsurprisingly, practitioners sometimes refer 

to such work as “pure tax advice” (e.g., Cunningham, 2000). It also happens to be the 

work situated at the core of the field. 

More puzzling is why this more prestigious work is not contested more vigorously 

in countries like Canada, especially since it is not specifically restricted to any given 

profession (Brooks, 2016; MacKnight, 1997). The understanding offered by the 

framework provides a possible explanation to this, as well as why the tax field has 

evolved jurisdictionally in the way it has. As Leicht and Fennell (2001) state, specific 

task domains form the basis for professions’ jurisdictional claims. Even if the degree of 

involvement and the specific tasks assumed may vary widely, both lawyers and 

accountants are involved in all five forms of work. Whereas tax planning has the most 

overlap (Brown, 1998), there is much more segregation in the three succeeding sets of 

work. For instance, while accountants typically carry out more of the earlier and the more 

financial tasks, such as compliance and any provision work, lawyers perform more of the 

subsequent and more legal work, including most litigation and drafting of legal 

documents (Hogan & Brassard, 2003; Morgan, 1995). A closer examination of the tasks 

assumed (Leicht & Fennell, 2001) can provide both an indication of where there might be 

jurisdictional disputes (Abbott, 1988), as well as why in given contexts, such disputes 

 

29 For example, as per the interviewees in the historical project, during the early years of practice, many tax 

lawyers as well as tax accountants worked for other generalist accountants who required answers to specific 

tax problems.  
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may not arise.30 Understanding the underlying nature of tax expertise can also offer an 

answer as to why neither accountants nor lawyers have come to dominate the field in a 

country like Canada. To paraphrase Hopwood (1990), it provides insight into how it is 

that the tax practice has come to be what it is not. 

As mapped out, it becomes apparent – especially when also analyzed through the 

lens of the relevant expertise – why neither a clear horizontal nor a vertical division of 

labor has taken hold (Abbott, 1988). The segregation of work observed within the field 

between accountants and lawyers is evident mainly in those categories that do not 

directly require the tax-specific expertise examined. Thus, this divvying can be 

considered a continued recognition of more general accounting and legal work, both of 

which happen to necessitate some tax knowledge, instead of a horizontal division of tax 

work. In addition to the segregation being limited to the more peripheral tasks, it is 

precisely in the core of the field – which is characterized by the “pure tax advice”, or the 

most elite forms of work alluded to earlier – where it is the most difficult to distinguish 

the work of accountants from that of lawyers (Brown, 1998). It is proposed here that the 

explanation might be found in the cognitive base (Abbott, 1988; Macdonald, 1995) of 

this work. For distinctions to arise or to persist between professional groups, distinctive 

bodies of expertise must be developed and maintained (Liu, 2018). Comprising 

interpretation as well as tax planning (and tax structuring in particular), the work in the 

core of the field entails inference both by legal reasoning and by strategizing. Given that 

neither profession is naturally sufficiently expert at both (Black & Black, 2004; Schultz 

 

30 For example, no ongoing jurisdictional disputes should be expected for tasks segregated by legal 

authority, like litigation or auditing in the case of Canada (Hogan & Brassard, 2003). 
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& Zedeck, 2011), there is no obvious domination by either, which explains why neither is 

systematically in charge. In short, the body of tax expertise is not one that either 

profession has developed or is able to control on its own. While this supposition is one 

that further investigation might be able to confirm in Canada or other similar contexts, 

the suggested analysis of how the actual tasks that practitioners perform in the workplace 

arena assemble into an assumed jurisdiction (Abbott, 1988, 2005a; Leicht & Fennell, 

2001), already illustrates how some of the existing understanding developed by two 

seemingly disparate streams of literature might potentially be combined to provide novel 

insights. 

Aside from offering new perspectives on some theoretical puzzles, the framework 

also lends itself to more practical applications. Importantly, it could be used as an 

educational tool. Tax courses in law and accounting usually focus on learning “the rules” 

(Sims & Sunley, 1992), instead of developing an appreciation for what tax work actually 

comprises. The distinct forms of work are sometimes described (e.g., Beam et al., 2014), 

including some processual aspects, but the full flow is seldom considered. This is in stark 

contrast to areas, like financial accounting, where typically the full accounting cycle is 

taught in any introductory course or text (e.g., Libby et al., 2011). The mapping provides 

a more integrated understanding of the field, and whether trainees specialize further 

(Brown, 1998; Greenaway, 2015) or not, it is useful for them to be fully aware of how 

their work links with the different categories. 

Beyond this more complete appreciation, this study offers deeper insight into the 

skills required for tax work. Acting on this awareness should help in trying to prepare 

“students for the real world” (Spaeth Jr., 1999, p. 35). Again, while instruction is already 
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provided for certain skills – like writing, research, legal reasoning and advocacy in the 

case of law – not only are the more tacit aspects thereof typically not taught (Spaeth Jr., 

1999), the practical expertise actually required (Schultz & Zedeck, 2011; Tucker, 2015), 

including that associated with tax planning, is largely left for individuals to acquire once 

they enter the workforce (Sims & Sunley, 1992). Compared to other fields, the training of 

technique also tends to be more piecemeal and isolated in approach. For example, 

auditing courses at the university level are often as much or more about the techniques 

and the general approach to the work (e.g., Arens et al., 2016), as they are about any 

specific rules or standards. The framework offers preliminary directions for developing 

approaches to teaching the skills that future tax practitioners may require. In particular, 

the identified distinctions between tax work and more general accounting or legal work 

should be informative, as it can assist educators in tailoring their efforts to practitioners 

initially trained in these fields.  

Finally, the framework may also be useful to the profession. By depicting the 

range of tasks and the interrelationships between the different forms of work, it offers a 

more conceptual approach to thinking about the field. Visualizing tax in the manner 

portrayed may assist in organizing the understanding of workflows in a way that might 

make practitioners more mindful of how the tasks they perform interlock with the overall 

process and potentially impact the work of others. For example, effective tax planning 

will fully consider any reporting consequences, and well-executed documentation will be 

drafted in a way that will support a position in court. The framework could also inform 

attempts to more formally recognize tax work, as well as help define specific areas for 

occupational closure, should such initiatives lead to more direct governance or formal 
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regulation, as some have called for (Black & Black, 2004). The analysis of the underlying 

nature of the work and expertise should be similarly informative, since it may help to 

identify areas of potential vulnerability, as previously suggested. Given that the more 

routine tasks are especially susceptible to the disruption others predict (Frey & Osborne, 

2017; Iori & Cooke, 2020; Susskind & Susskind, 2015), the work characterized by the 

deeper forms of tax expertise will increasingly matter to the continued existence of the 

profession. Notably, the academic understanding of such work is comparatively less well 

developed, and thus, this is one area for future research, as discussed next. 

3.6.2 Future extensions 

By encouraging researchers to view the field in a more integrated fashion, the 

mapping facilitates the identification of future research opportunities, or gap spotting 

(Alvesson & Sandberg, 2011). A range of topics is ripe for further exploration, a few of 

which are highlighted here. As alluded to in the previous section, the areas of work that 

are the most complex and thus the most crucial to professions in an era of disruption are 

also the ones that have been studied much less. For instance, while Feller and Schanz 

(2017) make a notable contribution to the understanding of how tax plans are 

implemented in practice, a lot remains unknown. Rather than beginning with the 

assumption that planning scenarios commence with the “same endowment of generally 

conceivable tax planning methods” (Feller & Schanz, 2017, p. 506), research could 

investigate the ex-ante part in-depth. Specifically, how do tax experts actually generate 

plans in practice? Does creativity and strategizing matter in the manner suggested? How 

is this creativity or strategizing honed by practitioners? Also, as suggested, there are 

many tacit elements to the different forms of work, and this dimension could be 
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examined much further in future academic research. In short, while this study emphasizes 

the importance of the “knowing-how” that exists in the tax field, there is much about this 

“knowing-how” that remains to be explored. 

The framework also stresses the unique character of tax work and thereby draws 

attention to another set of possible topics for research, many with very practical 

implications. In contexts such as Canada, most working in the tax field are originally 

trained in other disciplines, like law or accounting (Black & Black, 2004; Brown, 1998). 

Based on the different nature of these two fields, differently trained practitioners may 

approach the same work differently, at least initially. At the same time, given the blended 

nature of the work in the two core areas of the tax field, a convergence in expertise could 

be expected for those who essentially perform the same tasks. Some research already 

compares lawyers to accountants (e.g., Cloyd & Spilker, 2000), but arguably there is 

opportunity for much more systematic study into how approaches may differ and what 

the implications of this might be for both the practice of tax as well as the training of 

future professionals. If tax practitioners indeed develop into hybridized professionals 

over time, then this whole process is one waiting to be investigated. Considering the 

suggested difficulties in learning to become a tax expert (Marchant & Robinson, 1999), 

to add to the current general understanding (Kuhlmann & Ardichvili, 2015), future 

research could also examine much more deeply how tax expertise more generally is 

acquired in practice. Findings would clearly be informative to those who train tax 

professionals. As long pointed out, ultimately, the goal of research into tax practitioners 

should not just be to understand how they solve tax problems, but to apply that 

understanding in a way that helps students and professionals improve the way they work 
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(Roberts, 1998, p. 106). 

Finally, this study points to a third set of topics related to the everyday realities of 

tax work, which could be of particular interest to the profession itself. The mapping 

assists in understanding the linkages between different sets of tasks and it therefore 

allows for an easier identification of organizational work processes into which research 

could probe further. As different sets of actors are often involved in the chains of work, 

tensions may be expected, especially if these individuals were trained differently or work 

for different organizations. For instance, what happens when the tax plans designed by 

some experts are handed off to others to implement? To the extent that the same 

individuals perform the different forms of work, research could investigate how adaptive 

they are in navigating the differing roles (Cuccia & Magro, 2018). Further, while the 

framework focuses on work itself, a question naturally flowing from it is how this work is 

actually managed in different organizational contexts. Not only could the large legal 

firms be different from the Big Four (Dezalay & Garth, 2004; Picciotto, 1995), but both 

might be very different from smaller firms, where there are more generalists and less 

specialization overall. And the issue of managing work prompts the question of how the 

different forms of work link to practice risk (Kadous & Magro, 2001). 

Since – as before (Shields et al., 1995) – a lot of research continues to focus on 

the frontend information evaluation process, the framework also draws attention to less 

explored areas. In particular, the understanding of the more distant activities tends to be 

more limited. While studies provide insight into the effects of audit probability or chance 

of success in court (Roberts, 1998), there is a wider process involved, which remains 

relatively unexplored by academia (Cuccia & Magro, 2018). For example, how do the 
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negotiations with tax authorities that Frecknall-Hughes and Kirchler (2015) identify 

actually play out in practice? Finally, the areas of vulnerability that have been hinted at in 

this study could be examined more closely, something which would help the profession 

position itself as it tries to adapt to the expected disruptions in work more generally (Frey 

& Osborne, 2017; Iori & Cooke, 2020; Susskind & Susskind, 2015). 

3.7 Conclusion 

By examining the different sets of tasks in the tax field and the related expertise, 

this study brings the discussion of tax professionals back to what they do (Abbott, 1988). 

While others have mapped the complexity of the overall field by considering the 

multiplicity of actors (Anesa et al., 2019), or described the nature of the overall market 

for tax work (Frecknall-Hughes & Moizer, 2015; Hasseldine et al., 2011), there appears 

to be no attempt, to date, to provide a mapping of the work itself, nor a framework for 

understanding the expertise involved in an integrated manner, even if individual tasks, 

decision processes, or their relation to other factors have been studied extensively (Bobek 

et al., 2010; Frecknall-Hughes et al., 2017; Kelliher, 2014; O’Neil & Samelson, 2001; 

Roberts, 1998; Shields et al., 1995). 

Taking a “holistic view” (Frecknall-Hughes & Kirchler, 2015) of tax work, the 

conceptualization offers a way of connecting the more macro and micro understandings 

that have dominated a fragmented literature (Oats, 2012). Metaphorically stated 

(Liljegren, 2012), the framework helps to link the existing knowledge of trees with the 

knowledge of forests, in a way which not only brings together some of the piecemeal 

understanding in the field (Erard, 1993), but which also suggests how the trees we know 

about assemble into the forest or jurisdictions we might be interested in (Abbott, 1988, 
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2005a, 2005b; Leicht & Fennell, 2001). Such a bottom-up approach, which privileges the 

workplace arena, may be especially useful in comprehending professions that are not as 

clearly defined in the legal or public arenas (Abbott, 1988), like the one in the Canadian 

tax field. 

Beyond the more specific insights into tax work and the tax field more generally, 

the study also contributes more broadly towards academic research in tax. A clearer 

understanding of the nature of the work, especially the dissimilarities between tax and 

more traditional legal or accounting, will help in determining better when the knowledge 

about these other forms of work might not be transferable (Cuccia & Magro, 2018; 

Shields et al., 1995). Further, the mapping of the different sets of tasks and the 

conceptualization of the related expertise offer useful departure points for more detailed 

investigations, which should assist both those charged with training future practitioners 

and the profession itself. Finally, the more integrated understanding of tax work offered 

by the mapping should also be informative to those who wish to address some of the 

public concerns alluded to at the outset (Russell & Brock, 2016; Stuebs & Wilkinson, 

2010), whether it is through more direct governance (Frecknall-Hughes & Moizer, 2015; 

Soled & DeLaney Thomas, 2017) or through more formal recognition of certain forms of 

work (Black & Black, 2004).  
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Figure 3-1: Visual depiction of tax work  
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Figure 3-2a: Modalities of action in interpretation 



 

169 

 

 

Figure 3-3b: Modalities of action in tax planning 

 

 



 

170 

 

Chapter 4 

Divisions within: Internal professional rifts 

over the formal recognition of tax specialists in Canada 

“… the subject of specialization in the accounting profession is a complex 

and controversial issue.” (CICA, 1981, p. 3) 

 

4.1 Introduction 

The formal recognition and accreditation of specialists in accounting has been 

described as an “old question that seems forever new” (Luscombe, 1989, p. 3), perhaps 

not surprisingly, as the debate dates back at least half a century (Carey, 1962; Englebert, 

1966). While it has been regarded as a contentious topic (Bradshaw, 1976; Izard & 

McKinney, 1983; O’Connell & Werner, 1993; Okell, 1993; Telberg, 1998), which is not 

easy to pin down (Culver, 1982, p. 3), de facto specialization has long been 

acknowledged (CICA, 1981; Davidson, 1970; Fincham, 1981; Geary, 1989; Graber, 

1972; Hanks, 1979; Perrault, 1989), effectively being the “inescapable response to the 

increasingly sophisticated demands of our economy” (Bradshaw, 1976, p. 26). So, 

historically, the controversy mainly surrounds the official recognition thereof (Hanks, 

1979; Lambert, 1977; Luscombe, 1980; Seitz, 1973; Siegel, 1977). As the Federation of 

Law Societies of Canada stated when grappling with the same issue decades ago, “the 

real question is not whether there is to be specialization, which already exists, but rather 

the more complex one as to whether there should be express recognition of this” (FLSC, 

1971, p. 2), or more specifically, whether professional associations should formally 

accredit specialists (Perrault, 1989). 
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The concern long raised with how specialization has been practiced in the 

accounting profession is that specialists “are not subject to accreditation or control by the 

profession” and that the “system for locating specialists is informal and unorganized” 

(Bradshaw, 1976, p. 28). In its seminal report on the subject of specialization in 

accounting, the Canadian Institute of Chartered Accountants (“CICA”) pointed out that 

while competence is monitored in assurance, the same was not true in other areas and 

moreover, that specialists face no specific professional development requirements (CICA, 

1981, p. 12). Asserting that the profession’s responsibility to the public was of utmost 

importance, the report suggested that the open system that existed “risks misinforming 

the public”, and the limited professional controls could “eventually impair the reputation 

of the profession” (CICA, 1981, p. 29). Although the committee already recommended at 

the time that the CICA should “take prompt action to provide for the formal recognition 

of specialization” (CICA, 1981, p. 32), such recognition has had limited success in 

Canada to date. 

This historical case study examines what is thus far the most comprehensive effort 

to formally recognize specialists in the Canadian accounting profession, specifically the 

CICA initiative, which emerged out of the Inter-Institute Vision Task Force between 

1997 and 2002. While six specializations were ultimately formalized (Anonymous, 

2002b; Cawfield, 2007), tax – a specialist area of accounting (Lamb, 2005) among the 

first to be recognized by practitioners (Bradshaw, 1976; Davidson, 1970; Englebert, 

1966) – was notably not among them. The absence is puzzling, not only because tax is by 

various measures the largest specialty within accounting, but also because liability 

insurance claims within the accounting profession have traditionally been the most 
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prevalent in the tax area (AICA Services Inc., 1995, 2006; Bandy, 1996; Katch, 1992; 

Raspante & Mella, 2017; Schaefer & Zimmer, 1997). As clients find it difficult to assess 

the quality of tax work a priori (Frecknall-Hughes & Moizer, 2015), the CICA arguably 

failed in its self-proclaimed responsibility toward the public, prompting the question of 

what happened. 

This study relies on the unique combination of a review of both public and private 

historical materials, as well as in-depth interviews with 29 individuals who were either 

directly involved with the initiative or who, given their role, were able to offer insight 

into it or the wider dynamics within the profession at the time. Employing Bucher and 

Strauss’ (1961) framework and theoretically expanding the analysis, as Ramirez et al. 

(2015) suggest, with the notion of institutional logics (Friedland & Alford, 1991; 

Thornton & Ocasio, 2008), the different constituencies in the debate are examined and 

the diverging interests that motivated each are explored. Although insisting at the time 

that it was “impossible to fulfill the mission and achieve the vision without a formal 

program that supports members in developing specialized expertise” (VLG Update 2), the 

initiative did not succeed, as the profession was not unified on the issue. The study 

reveals three main sets of actors – the professional associations, the national firms, and 

the rest of the membership – each influenced by both different interests and logics. 

Notably, the first two were largely motivated by narrower reasons, whereas smaller firms 

and individual members appear to have been driven much more by broader professional 

ideals. In the end, the resulting internal conflicts between the different segments led to the 

demise of the most extensive attempt to formally recognize tax specialists in the history 

of the Canadian accounting profession. 
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Overall, this investigation of a failed professional project by an established 

profession offers several contributions. As others note, having been “relatively neglected 

empirically” (Greenwood et al., 2002, p. 58), “[s]tudies of professional associations are 

relatively rare” (Van Hoy, 1993, p. 92). Exploring more deeply the divisions within a 

profession and uncovering some of the associated dynamics, the study reveals some of 

the more “subtle features” (Bucher & Strauss, 1961) of the Canadian accounting field and 

thereby enriches the understanding of a profession that is sometimes portrayed in a 

monolithic fashion. Contrary to the narrative of an ever-expanding profession, seeking 

new terrains, which is portrayed in some other studies on the Vision Project (Gendron & 

Barrett, 2004; Greenwood et al., 2002; Shafer & Gendron, 2005), this investigation 

examines the internal rifts that ensued within a profession when it debated the future of 

one of its core areas. This case exposes a lack of unity not only within the profession, but 

also within different factions. 

Importantly, the study also provides deeper insight into professional values and 

how the protection of the public interest is understood by different segments. While the 

overall shift to more commercialism within the accounting profession has long been 

noted (Hanlon, 1994; Suddaby et al., 2009; Willmott & Sikka, 1997; Wyatt, 2004), 

evidence is offered of an even deeper pervasiveness, as well as of the continued co-

existence of more professional logics in the field. Being more resilient among small and 

medium firms (Lander et al., 2013; Ramirez et al., 2015; Suddaby et al., 2009), this case 

shows that the source for such values can sometimes come from the grassroots of a 

profession, rather than the professional associations, which one would normally expect to 

lead in this regard. Finally, a better understanding of the broader forces that led to the 
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demise of the CICA’s initiative should be informative to the profession, as the same 

forces will need to be addressed in future attempt to formally recognize tax specialists or 

any similar initiative. 

The next section outlines the main theoretical concepts employed and reviews 

some of the literature relevant to this case study. Then, a summary of the method used is 

followed by a background description of both the history of the Canadian tax field, as 

well as the debate around specialization within the CICA. After presenting the main 

findings, a discussion offers some broader insights and reflections from the episode, 

before the overall conclusion. 

4.2 Theoretical framework and literature review 

While the notion of internal professional differentiation (Smith, 1958) predates 

their model, by arguing that such differences transcend “simple variation”, Bucher and 

Strauss (1961) introduced the concept of occupational segmentation into the sociology of 

professions (Ramirez et al., 2015). Effectively being “loose amalgamations of segments 

pursuing different objectives in different manners” (Bucher & Strauss, 1961, p. 325-326), 

professions have an “ephemeral quality” and maintain façades that “obscure the dynamic 

process through which the complex assemblage of segments from which they are 

precariously comprised, are held together” (Ramirez et al., 2015, p. 1361). Importantly, 

as per Bucher and Strauss (1961), functional theorists were ignoring the conflicts and 

differences existing within professions, and thus, researchers were overlooking the “more 

subtle features” of their organization, as well as underestimating “how consequential for 

changes in the profession and its practitioners differential interests may be” (p. 325). 
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There is a general recognition that professions are becoming less homogenous 

(Leicht & Fennell, 2008). Accounting – like the medical field explored by Bucher and 

Strauss (1961) – is characterized by diversity and implicit hierarchical structures 

(Ramirez et al., 2015). Using the profession in Canada as an example, Richardson (1987) 

develops an analytic typology of segmentation, consisting of two dimensions. The first – 

the bases of segmentation – can either be by task or status, which Child and Fulk (1982) 

effectively refer to as horizontal and vertical segmentation. The second – the relationship 

between segments – may either be independent or subsidiary (Richardson, 1987). As a 

field, accounting has long been defined by independent segments (Carr-Saunders & 

Wilson, 1933) and prior to the profession’s merger (Buckstein, 2012a, 2012b; Richardson 

& Kilfoyle, 2012), Canada was no exception (Richardson, 1987). Thus, many 

investigations focus on status differentiation and the tensions between independent 

segments (e.g., Richardson, 1987, 1997), or between those who are within the profession 

and those who are not (e.g., Annisette, 2017; Spence & Brivot, 2011). 

The accounting field is characterized by additional fragmentation, though, 

including the divide that exists between large and small practitioners (Durocher et al., 

2016; Ramirez et al., 2015). Dating back at least to the 1960s, the notion of a two-tier 

profession is not new (Olson, 1978), although by further distinguishing regional or 

boutique firms, as some suggest (Greenwood et al., 2002; Rosenhek, 2008), the 

profession might be better described as being three- or four-tiered. Beyond such scale 

differences, client stratification also exists (Abbott, 1981) – for example, between 

personal and corporate clients – even if the relation between markets and segments is 

sometimes blurred (Ramirez et al., 2015). Like in the legal field (Laumann & Heinz, 



 

176 

 

1977; Sandefur, 2001), such differentiation is often associated with prestige. However, 

while the “general preeminence of specialists over generalists” might be recognized 

within professions (Abbott, 1981), and while functional differentiation might be the 

principal way of looking at segments (Ramirez et al., 2015), comparatively – leaving 

public accounting aside – researchers have left the question of task segmentation within 

the accounting field relatively underexplored. 

The professions literature acknowledges the growth of specialty groups, with the 

general “omnibus practitioner” increasingly yielding to specialists (Leicht & Fennell, 

2008). Yet, even if in the social sciences, the discussion of specialization – as a division 

of labor – dates back to at least Adam Smith and Emile Durkheim, Freidson (1976) 

suggests it has been considered much less as a concept itself. In terms of work activities, 

there is a diversity of tasks within professions, resulting in a range of forms of practice 

(Bucher & Strauss, 1961). While further splintering may frequently occur, Bucher and 

Strauss (1961) specifically identify specialties as segments within a profession. 

Specialization in accounting has not received nearly as much attention in academic 

research (Fogarty & Parker, 2010; Izard & McKinney, 1983; Johnson, 1984; Lewis, 

1989; Mauldin et al., 2000), as in the practitioner literature, where the subject has a long 

history of debate (e.g., Bradshaw, 1976; Carey, 1962; Davidson, 1970; Geary, 1989; 

Graber, 1972; McBride, 1997; Olson, 1982; Perrault, 1989; Shambo & Eveloff, 1993; 

Siegel, 1977; Stone, 1968). Thus, the additional insights of specialties in law (Kilpatrick, 

1997; Laumann & Heinz, 1977; Lauw, 1994; Moorhead, 2010), a profession closely 

linked to accounting in the tax area (Black & Black, 2004), as well as in medicine – often 

seen as the “prototype of the professions” (Bucher & Strauss, 1961) – are both helpful. 
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As stated before, there is an important distinction between specialization and 

more formal recognition or accreditation thereof, which can be the ultimate goal of 

segments, like new specialty groups (Bucher & Strauss, 1961; Pettigrew, 1973). 

Declaring that “the acme for some expanding segments is the recognized status of 

specialty or subspecialty”, Bucher and Strauss (1961) suggest that “the conditions under 

which segments will become formal specialties is in itself a fascinating research 

problem” (p. 333). However, specialization can threaten the unity of professions 

(Johnson, 2016, p. 53-54). In particular, specialties can set “disruptive centripetal forces” 

into motion, with the risk of “hiving-off”, or the eventual split by interest groups – like 

psychiatry in the case of medicine – being long recognized (Smith, 1958, p. 412). 

Further, although accreditation can signal competence in specialty areas (Johnson, 1984; 

Mauldin et al., 2000), thereby reducing quality uncertainty (Frecknall-Hughes & Moizer, 

2015) and addressing the potential problem of market failure (Akerlof, 1970), it may 

implicitly call into question the competence of more generalist practitioners (Moorhead, 

2010). Consequently, the formal acknowledgement of specialization can lead to intra-

professional hierarchies. 

Overall, while Bucher and Strauss (1961) provide a framework for examining the 

internal variation of professions, Ramirez et al. (2015) offer suggestions for how their 

conceptualization can be enriched with further theoretical elaboration, beginning with 

neo-institutional theory. Professional fields are structured by institutional logics (Ramirez 

et al., 2015), which can be seen as the “organizing principles” that shape behavior within 

a field (Friedland & Alford, 1991; Reay & Hinings, 2009). As per Thornton and Ocasio 

(2008, p. 117), the decomposable nature of the concept lends itself to theorizing the 
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fragmented and contradictory nature of influences, and thus, institutional logics can help 

explain the heterogeneity in fields. In spite of continuing appeals to professionalism as a 

“third logic” (Freidson, 2001), the shift to more commercial logics is well-documented 

(Leicht & Fennell, 2008; Reay & Hinings, 2009; Thornton et al., 2005), with some 

suggesting that the tension between the two is inherently embedded in the Anglo-

American approach to professions (Jennings et al., 1987). Although commercialism may 

have always conflicted with professionalism, neoliberalism’s spread increasingly 

threatens the professional logic (Leicht & Fennell, 2008). Whereas Thornton et al. (2005) 

describe the broader transformation in public accounting, other studies (e.g., Greenwood 

et al., 2002; Suddaby & Greenwood, 2005) have investigated more specific examples, 

such as the shift by the large firms from traditional accounting services to 

multidisciplinary practices. 

Individual practitioners have long voiced concerns about diminishing 

professionalism (Luscombe, 1995; Olsen, 1978), but crises in accountability (Leicht & 

Fennell, 2008) have brought the issue to the fore. While the deprofessionalization thesis 

is not new (Haug, 1975; Toren, 1975), Fogarty (2014) argues that public accounting now 

fails on several criteria commonly associated with the professions, including notably, the 

dedication to the public interest. However, the actual meaning of the public interest is not 

clear (Baker, 2005), notwithstanding the ongoing tendency to connect it with the 

accounting profession (Neu & Graham, 2005). There is a range to what it might mean, 

from a more minimal idea of “do no harm” to “more proactive” expectations (Fogarty, 

2014, p. 63). Alternatively, the public interest can be viewed as a multifaceted concept 

(Mayson, 2011), with public and private duty aspects (Jennings et al., 1987), the latter 
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and narrower dimension encompassing the protection of clients. Ambiguities in 

conceptualizing the public interest (Adams, 2016), together with the suggestion that 

traditional professional identity remains resilient among practitioners in smaller and 

medium sized firms (Suddaby et al., 2009; Lander et al., 2013; Ramirez et al., 2015) call 

into question the extent to which professionalism is actually eroding. In short, instead of 

the commercial logic fully displacing the professional logic, it could be that the two have 

come to coexist, as in other professional fields (Reay & Hinings, 2009). For even if 

professionals act as entrepreneurs, the sense that “professionalism should be more than 

just technical expertise” and that relations with clients should not be governed by the 

maxim of “caveat emptor” can arguably still persist (Jennings et al., 1987, p. 3-5). 

Since power struggles may arise between proponents of different logics (Thornton 

& Ocasio, 2008), competing logics are implicitly tied to conflict, the second theme that 

Ramirez et al. (2015) suggest can be expanded in elaborating Bucher and Strauss’ (1961) 

framework. While much has been written about the jurisdictional disputes between 

professions (Abbott 1988), such as accounting and law (e.g. Dezalay, 1991; Freedman & 

Power, 1991; Napier & Noke, 1992; Pong, 1999; Walker, 2004), less attention has been 

paid to intra-professional clashes (Ramirez et al., 2015). Given that interests between 

segments tend to differ, they will often be in direct conflict (Bucher & Strauss, 1961). 

Internal debates, such as those about the regulation of work within professions, can be 

very political (Van Hoy, 1993), and sometimes so contentious that they threaten to divide 

a profession (Ramirez, 2013). The task of managing diverse segments under a single 

“big-tent” can be a challenge for professional associations (Fogarty, 2014). Smith (1958) 

suggests that divergence can arise between “rank-and-file” members and associations led 
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by the “avant-garde” and that the interest of select groups might be privileged, leading 

others to feel disenfranchised. Within the accounting profession, stratification has 

developed into schisms, which call the very notion of a “community of equals” into 

question (Fogarty, 2014). Overall, there is a sense that the big firms have come to 

dominate (Cooper & Robson, 2006; Suddaby et al., 2007) and the perception that the 

professional associations are overly concerned with their interests (Fogarty, 2014; Henry 

& McNamee, 2003). While in general they may be seen as promoting the interest of 

members less than before (Shafer & Gendron, 2005), there exists a feeling that small 

practitioners are being marginalized in particular (Fogarty et al., 2006; Ramirez, 2009). 

Aside from these more obvious tensions, conflicts can also arise within certain segments, 

like between different categories of small practitioners (Ramirez et al., 2015). 

Fostering the unity of the profession has been one of the traditional 

responsibilities of professional associations (Ramirez et al., 2015; Smith, 1958), yet in 

accounting, the focus tends to increasingly be on how the large firms shape the field 

(Cooper & Robson, 2006; Suddaby et al., 2007). The influence of these firms may be 

undeniable, but Ramirez et al. (2015) suggest that in focusing attention mostly on them, 

researchers are ignoring small practitioners, as well as the enduring role of professional 

bodies. With studies mostly limited to a few specific episodes (e.g., Ramirez, 2013), as a 

category, small practitioners and the dynamics they face within the profession remain 

largely “terra incognita” (Ramirez et al., 2015), despite most firms still having less than 

five members (Greenwood et al., 2002) and nonelite firms still constituting the core of the 

field (Lander et al., 2013). For their part, professional associations continue to manage 

the debates and discourses within the profession (Ramirez et al., 2015), partly by 
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providing the arenas in which competing claims are negotiated (Greenwood et al., 2002). 

Traditionally charged with the responsibility of achieving “a delicate balance” between 

interests (Merton, 1958), the ultimate role of professional bodies is arguably to construct 

and maintain intra-professional agreement (Greenwood et al., 2002, p. 61). However, 

associations can also take on life of their own as organizations and develop a desire to 

perpetuate their own existence (Smith, 1958). 

In addition to the basic theoretical notions and insights relevant to analyzing the 

CICA’s attempt to formally recognize tax specialists, it is helpful to understand the 

episode in relation to other contemporaneous projects. The initiative grew out of the 

Inter-Institute Vision Task Force, which Murphy (1997) explains, offered 

recommendations for how the profession should reform itself to deal with the challenges 

it faced. Although others have written about this repositioning attempt (e.g., Greenwood 

et al., 2002), as well as parallel efforts by the AICPA (e.g., Fogarty et al., 2006), 

academic attention has tended to focus on the profession’s ventures outside of its 

traditional terrain, such as into e-commerce (Gendron & Barrett, 2004) or the contentious 

claim to being global knowledge experts (Shafer & Gendron, 2005). Such more 

expansionary efforts were one thrust of the Inter-Institute Vision Task Force, with the 

other main one being the formal recognition of specialization (Murphy, 1997). Despite its 

importance at the time, researchers have largely overlooked this second thrust, although 

Lawrence (1999) examines forensic accounting, one of the six specialties that was 

formally recognized in Canada, and Mauldin et al. (2000) consider the formal 

accreditation of personal financial planning in the United States. Examining the CICA’s 

unsuccessful attempt to more formally recognize one of the oldest specialties within 
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accounting (Englebert, 1966), this study sheds light on how the divergent interests of 

different segments within a profession can immobilize a profession in its endeavor to 

reassert its claim over one of its core areas of practice and thereby also fail in what can be 

seen as its responsibility to the public. The method employed is described next, followed 

by a brief background. 

4.3 Method 

As a historical case study, the objective was to complete a holistic analysis 

(Previts et al., 1990). Qualitatively driven overall (Mason 2006), the mixed approach 

adopted relied principally on two sources of data: both archival material and interviews. 

In terms of documentary evidence, as wide a range of information was collected 

as possible. This included both primary and secondary documents from private as well as 

public sources. As others have remarked, professional associations often leave a 

“substantial archival residue” (Gephart, 1993; Greenwood et al., 2002). Public materials 

obtained include annual reports of the CICA and the National Specialization Council 

(“NSC”), the formal reports of various committees, as well as various brochures and 

proposals. Using archive.org, past webpages of the CICA were reviewed both for their 

actual content and for any further documents related to specialization that had been made 

available online. Table 4-1 summarizes the widely circulated documents, which were 

consulted. Relevant secondary sources were also gathered, consisting principally of 

articles, editorials and letters published in the CA Magazine, as well as other trade 

journals, such as The Bottom Line. These were largely identified by searching all the 

issues from 1975 to 2010, using the term “specialization”, as well as related terms, such 

as “specialty” and “specialist”. Although the focus was on specialization in tax, to 
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contextualize the initiative, documents related to other specialty areas were also 

reviewed, as was information that related to parallel efforts at accrediting specialists in 

the United States, given that the CICA was collaborating with the AICPA in several of its 

projects at the time (Gendron & Barrett, 2004). Like Greenwood et al. (2002), employing 

a variant of the snowball technique, additional material was frequently identified through 

references in the documents examined, or through suggestions provided by the 

interviewees. 

INSERT TABLE 4-1 HERE 

An extensive set of largely private documents supplemented the public 

information. Some interviewees showed or offered copies of material that they had kept, 

but most of it was obtained through a contact at CPA Canada, the successor organization 

to the CICA. Broadly, this consisted of two archival boxes, entailing 20 files with a total 

of nearly 400 documents. The items included: (1) letters and other communications (e.g. 

faxes and e-mails); (2) committee member lists, terms of reference and working plans and 

timelines; (3) meeting agendas, minutes and notes; (4) memos, commissioned reports and 

surveys; (5) budgets and financial projections; and (6) other documents, such as proposed 

education plans and course outlines. 

In order to provide a more comprehensive understanding of the actual dynamics, a 

range of insiders and outsiders were contacted for in-depth interviews. The intent was to 

discuss the initiative with people who were either directly involved or otherwise closely 

associated or acquainted with it. The committee member lists were used as a starting 

point, and some sleuthing (Bennett, 1988) was required to locate individuals, as many 

had either moved or retired in the two intervening decades and others had passed away. 
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Of the tax committees, 19 members were contacted, of which twelve ultimately 

participated in the study.1 Efforts were directed towards recruiting those individuals that 

others had identified as key figures. As the initial interviewees would often suggest others 

to contact, the snowballing method (Myers, 2013) was effectively employed to expand 

the list. Aside from the CICA staff that was actively involved in working with the tax 

committees and can thus also be categorized as insiders in relation to the tax 

specialization initiative, the second set of interviewees consisted mostly of outsiders. 

These were individuals who were either members of some of the higher level committees 

that oversaw specialization more broadly, or who had roles that otherwise allowed them 

to provide insight into the topic, either at the time or more recently.2 

A preliminary interview protocol was developed using McCracken’s (1988) 

guidelines, but the actual discussions generally proceeded in an unscripted fashion 

following a form of active interviewing (Holstein & Gubrium, 1997). In particular, an 

effort was made to focus on aspects that specific interviewees had unique insights into 

and also to probe some of the findings from earlier discussions. Overall, 29 interviews 

were conducted over a period of 18 months. Except for five discussions which were 

carried out over Skype, all the interviews were in-person. Ranging from 34 to 166 

minutes, the average length was 88 minutes, providing a total of about  42 hours of 

 

1 Overall, four tax committee members were identified as deceased and four others could not be located. 

While most individuals were open to being interviewed, some chose not to participate. Two stated that they 

could not remember anything, another claimed not to have been involved, and one declined to participate. 

As the point of saturation (Myers, 2013) was being reached with the other interviews, no further attempt 

was made to organize discussions with the remaining three, who were largely non-committal. 
2 It should be noted that several of those labelled as outsiders would still have observed or directly 

participated in some of the discussions at the time. 
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material.3 Except in three cases where the individuals were not comfortable, all of the 

interviews were recorded (with consent) and professionally transcribed. Extensive notes 

were taken for the interviews that were not recorded, and even for the others, whenever 

circumstances allowed, summary impressions were noted subsequent to each of the 

discussions. 

INSERT TABLES 4-2 AND 4-3 HERE 

Table 4-2 summarizes the background of the interviewees and Table 4-3 provides 

details of the interviews. While many consented to having their name used, about half 

preferred to remain anonymous. Thus, only broad information is presented to protect their 

identity.4 The top of the table details the number of individuals from three of the more 

general oversight groups, as well as the four main tax committees. Aside from the CICA 

staff, almost all of the insiders were tax specialists, unlike many of the outsiders, who 

were not. This second group included those who were involved in a leadership role with 

the CICA, who held key positions in given provincial institutes, who were national tax 

leader in one of the Big 5 firms5, or whose involvement or perspectives into the tax 

community at the time allowed them to offer general insights into the tax specialization 

initiative. Overall, the goal was to collect the views of as many of the key figures as 

possible, as well as of a sufficiently broad representation of individuals to obtain as 

 

3 This is in addition to preliminary discussions over the phone, which in some cases lasted up to 40 

minutes, as well as some follow up exchanges.  
4 For instance, although some were chairs of the specific committees, such details have been excluded, so 

that they cannot be identified. 
5 The number of international accounting firms decreased from six to four during the period examined. 

Both the terms “national firm” and “Big 5” are employed interchangeably throughout this study to refer to 

these firms. The first was used by the CICA at the time, and the second is the relevant number for the main 

period considered (i.e. from 1997 to 2002). 
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comprehensive of an understanding of the factors that may have been at play. In this 

regard, aside from comprising a notably large proportion of each of the committees, 

coming from six different provinces and a wide range of firms and organizations, the 

interviewees were able to provide insights from a very diverse set of constituencies. As 

described in Table 4-3, individuals are categorized by the constituency that they were 

seen as representing in the context of the interview. The study is additionally informed by 

discussions of related research projects with individuals involved in other initiatives to 

more formally recognize tax work in Canada, or associated with organizations that have 

more formally recognized tax specialists elsewhere. 

While the sources of data have been described sequentially, the collection and 

analysis was an ongoing and iterative process. Broadly following a grounded approach 

(without applying grounded theory per se), the findings emerged in an inductive manner 

(Gephardt, 2004; Suddaby, 2006). Information was gleaned both from what was said or 

emphasized, as well as what was not. Documents for which multiple drafts were available 

or that were updated or appeared periodically, such as annual reports, were examined for 

potentially noteworthy changes from one version or year to the next. Although the 

discussions helped to complete the understanding the archival material offered, relevant 

documents were also frequently reexamined as the interview data was analyzed. In terms 

of the transcripts, initial notes were made on the physical copies, reflecting the 

spontaneous reaction to whatever was being read. As additional interviews were 

analyzed, a summary memo of the themes identified was prepared and repeatedly 

updated and modified, following in part Charmaz’s (2006) guidelines. 

As memories of events occurring two decades earlier can be weak, in analyzing 
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the material from the interviews, care was given to the degree of reliance that could be 

placed on whatever was said. When recollections were fuzzy or certain statements were 

speculative, interviewees would often clearly proclaim this. In other cases, memories 

seemed to be very clear, with participants revealing details without any prompting, or 

asserting points with a discernible conviction. Frequently, as the discussion progressed 

and as certain topics were probed further, additional memories were triggered. The 

documentary evidence was used to triangulate some facts (Denzin, 2009), but in a further 

attempt at corroboration, as the interviews progressed, specific points from earlier 

discussions were intentionally bounced off of participants. Although this form of 

corroboration may be susceptible to acquiescence bias, interviewees would often react 

very strongly to statements others made. Overall, the analysis considered both the degree 

of certainty conveyed in the discussion, relying less on points made more tentatively, and 

the insight that individuals could be expected to have into a specific aspect, given the 

vantage point their position would have provided them and the period of their 

involvement. Offsetting some of these limitations, in many cases, the interviewees were 

arguably much more candid about what they said, feeling no longer constrained to speak 

from the script of their previous organizations, given that many were now retired. 

4.4 Background 

4.4.1 Evolution of the tax field in Canada 

The practice of tax in Canada is a relatively new vocation. While the federal 

income tax was introduced in 1917 to help finance Canada’s war effort (Krever, 1981; Li, 

2017; Tillotson, 2017), tax work on a full-time basis did not emerge outside of 

government until decades later. By definition, tax is part of the law, but like in other 
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countries (Frecknall-Hughes & McKerchar, 2013), accountants undertook much of the 

work in the area from the start (McGregor, 1960). With calculations being based on 

income, tax was a natural extension of tasks already assumed (Brown & Paton, 2003). 

By the 1940s, tax departments had emerged as well-defined, official parts of the 

large accounting firms in Canada (McGregor, 1960). Although tax had thus developed 

into a full-time activity, effectively crossing the first step into becoming a profession 

(Wilensky, 1964), the early membership numbers of the Canadian Tax Foundation (CTF, 

1952), as well as diverse firm histories (Collard, 1983; Leach, 1976; MacKenzie, 1989; 

Watt, 1982), suggest that the number of full-time practitioners remained limited 

throughout much of the immediate post-war period. 

It was the Carter Commission Report in 1966 and the ensuing Tax Reform in 

1972, which precipitated the emergence of the “tax industry” in Canada (Sheppard, 

2011). Specifically, tax planning took off in a “phenomenal” way, including the 

marketing of tax shelters, as well as tax loss planning, especially after the recession of the 

early 1980s (Sheppard, 2011). This growth also fostered further specialization within tax 

(Morgan, 1995). Formal training and academic connections were established during this 

period, as the CICA introduced its In-depth Tax Course (CICA, 1967) and Sherbrooke 

University started its Masters in Taxation in 1973. 

By the late 1980s, another set of changes transformed the field, including the 

introduction of the General Anti-Avoidance Rule in 1988 and the Goods and Services 

Tax in 1991. The next decade, many large accounting firms started moving to direct-to-

tax hires, created or increased the size of their tax law practices (Suddaby & Greenwood, 

2005), and began outsourcing tax compliance to India (Soled, 2005). It is during this 
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period that the large firms were peddling aggressive tax shelters (TCM10) and that the 

CICA launched its project to certify tax specialists (Chigbo, 2000; Driver, 1998). The 

lead-up to this initiative is considered next. 

4.4.2 History of the debate around formal recognition of specialization in accounting 

Specialized interest in tax “has had a long history” (Bradshaw, 1976, p. 26). 

While in the  United States the vigorous debate around the formal recognition of 

specialties dates back at least to the 1950s (Chiasson et al., 2006), the CICA did not 

pursue the idea until later. In 1970, the Task Force 2000 Report considered the granting 

of specialist designations, but ultimately advised against it, as members believed it would 

detract from the CA designation and lead to lower status for some (CICA, 1970), a long-

recognized concern. At the same time, it saw specialization as something possible in the 

long-term, suggesting that it could stimulate research and progress in specific areas and 

signal professional competence to the market (CICA, 1970). While a special committee 

on Required Professional Development tangentially considered the question in 1975, the 

CICA did not give the topic any real attention for the balance of the decade (Fincham, 

1981).  

However, by 1980, the issue had moved fully onto the agenda of the CICA, as it 

set up the Committee to Study Specialization (Fincham, 1981), possibly in reaction to the 

provincial institute in British Columbia studying the matter on its own (Culver, 1982; 

Luscombe, 1980). Influencing much of the subsequent deliberation, the report released in 

1981 (Anonymous, 1982), referred to as the “Grace Report” after its chairman, identified 

criteria and recommends both a process and structure for specialization (CICA, 1981, 

1982). The four criteria were (1) a public need, (2) a specific and identifiable body of 
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knowledge, (3) the de facto situation and (4) the specialist population. Assessing the 

alternatives, the report rejected an open system of self-designation, as it ultimately risked 

“misinforming the public” and impairing the profession’s reputation (p. 29). Instead, 

asserting that specialists should be both qualified and regulated, it called for a structured 

form of specialization. The committee also insisted that specialization should not simply 

be a “marketing strategy without some evidence of competence” (p. 29). Firmly rejecting 

the status quo, the report highlighted the risks if the CICA failed to recognize specialists, 

including the “further fragmentation of the profession” and a “possible loss of control of 

some of the regulation of the profession” (CICA, 1981, Summary p. 2). Notably, tax was  

identified as the largest of the four proposed areas of specialization, accounting for about 

3,000 of a potential specialist population of 5,000 (CICA, 1981, Appendix 9, p. 1).6  

As influential as the Grace Report was (Lewis, 1989; Luscombe, 1989), a sense of 

urgency around the subject only emerged in 1986, when the Long-Range Strategic 

Planning Committee released the “Rainbow Report”, informally named for its colorful 

cover (CICA, 1986). While the recognition of specialization was just one of 14 strategic 

proposals, much of the report focuses on it as well as related topics, such as the 

establishment of more than one body of knowledge and the creation of professional 

colleges. In summarizing the position of the profession, the Rainbow Report cites the 

lack of unity as a weakness, as many members were identifying themselves more closely 

with other professional bodies or associations in their fields of interest. Stating that 

“[y]ears have been spent grappling with fundamental issues that are still unresolved”, 

 

6 To provide a point of reference, the CICA had approximately 33,000 members at that time (CICA, 1981, 

p. 10). 
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such as whether the CICA “should formally recognize members’ specialization”, it 

further asserts that “the time has come to formally recognize specialization” (p. 5-13). 

Claiming that it “already exists de facto” (p. 22), the report also suggests that excellence 

demands specialization and requires practical measures for updating expertise. The four 

criteria for implementing specialization identified by the Grace Report are reiterated, but 

as Greenwood et al. (2002) also observe, perhaps signaling a shift in the broader motives, 

the Rainbow Report notably introduces “competitive pressures from outside the 

profession” as a fifth criterion (p. 22). As for tax, the report notes that it already is “an 

area of expertise engaged in by many CAs in public practice and industry” with a body of 

knowledge that “should be relatively easy to define” (p. 22).  

Although most of the membership supported accreditation, especially in areas like 

tax (Rainbow report, p. 13), the movement to develop subsidiary segments through the 

explicit recognition of specialization (Richardson, 1987) effectively stalled, as the Board 

of Governors did not accept the proposal (Luscombe, 1989). Arguably, this was partly 

due to scandals that hit the Canadian accounting profession at the time.7 Nevertheless, in 

1989, the committee of presidents of the provincial associations agreed to set up a task 

force to define the process to recognize specialties, perhaps in reaction again to the 

danger of some provinces, like Alberta, otherwise moving ahead individually (Luscombe, 

1989). The four volume Wainman Report (CICA, 1990), which came out the following 

year, was the culmination of this effort. 

The task force’s initial mandate included the evaluation of “alternative designs for 

 

7 Notably, there was the Canadian Commercial Bank failure in 1985, which Neu and Wright (1992) discuss 

in detail. 
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voluntary membership sections” (Vol. 1, p.1). Notably, it was decided early to use 

“section” instead of “division”, the term that the AICPA employed, as the latter was seen 

as potentially divisive (Anonymous, 1990). Lacking education or qualification 

requirements, the proposed membership sections were much looser, being described as 

“voluntary association[s] of Chartered Accountants with an interest in existing or 

emerging areas of the CA profession’s technical knowledge and skills” (Vol. 1, p.5). 

Nevertheless, these sections were seen as a precursor to establishing the more formal 

accreditation programs addressed by the second volume. Revisiting the question of the 

approach to be adopted for recognizing specialists, the report again favors formal 

accreditation over self-designation in mature areas, as it would offer an assurance of 

quality and protection of the public (Vol. 2, p.5). As for the formal process, the report 

delves into many details, ranging from the actual proposed title to grandfathering periods 

and the question of suspension and reinstatement of members. While much was carried 

forward from the Grace Report, such as the definition of and the criteria for 

specialization, the overall tenor had changed. For instance, the report not only states that 

the recommendations were designed “to reinforce prestige of the profession” (Vol. 1, p. 

1), it also acknowledges “concerns about costs, bureaucracy, and possible impacts on the 

profession” (Vol. 2, p. 3) related to the specialist accreditation programs. In terms of 

specific areas, the last volume provides three model proposals, including tax, which again 

was expected to be the largest area. Whereas the report states elsewhere that the 

suggested critical mass for a membership section is 50 members, the anticipated number 

for tax was 3,000, almost double all of the other sections combined. 

Several interest groups, such as the Information Technology – Micro Special 
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Interest Group (Dagenais, 1993) and the Family-Owned Interest Group (Berard, 1994) 

quickly emerged in the wake of the Wainman Report, but there was no real movement 

nationally on the formal recognition of specialization until after the Inter-Institute Vision 

Task Force Report (“Vision Report”) was released in 1996. By then, an even higher sense 

of urgency about the future of the profession had set in. A cover story around that time in 

the CA Magazine ominously issued a warning, as the number of candidates entering the 

profession was at a 20-year low (Andrew, 1998). Suggesting that many might be 

pursuing an MBA instead, questions were raised about the attractiveness of the 

profession (Andrew, 1998). Thus, while the Vision Report was admittedly drafted by a 

profession on the offensive, one striving to seize new opportunities and expand its 

footprint as Greenwood et al. (2002) describe, it was also a profession on the defensive, 

one warding off perceived threats to its continued survival (Kozliner-Gordon, 1997). 

These broader dynamics are important to understanding the CICA’s initiative to certify 

specialists. 

In its foreword, the Vision Report proclaimed that the profession was at a 

crossroads, with the same issues the Rainbow Report identified being ever more urgent. It 

lamented that “a familiar set of critical and seemingly intractable issues – such as 

specialization […] – that should have long been resolved” were still being debated and 

forewarned that the profession’s erosion would “only accelerate” if it continued on its 

current course (p. 1). The report suggested that previous efforts had not been translated 

into action due to the decentralized governance structure of the CA profession, 

effectively being a “federation of provincial bodies”. While specialization was among 

eight issues listed in the “Imperatives for Change” section of the report (p. 3-5), it was 
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notably not only the first one addressed, but also the topic to which the most detailed 

discussion was dedicated in the implementation section (p. 35-40). Regarding 

specialization, similar concerns were identified as in prior reports. Noting that the 

marketplace demanded specialization, the task force stated that members were turning to 

other organizations and self-designating in response. Such self-designation raised the 

spectre of “questions concerning the protection of the public interest” (p. 3). The 

implementation section similarly acknowledged the need to protect the public by 

formally certifying functional specialists, but it emphasized the market position more, 

stressing that the profession risked “losing its place of pre-eminence among the 

accounting bodies if it takes no action” (p. 35). 

While Murphy (1997) dismisses the Vision Report as just another “self-

examination” by the profession, it arguably differed from its predecessors in one 

important way, specifically its emphasis on providing an implementation plan. An 

interviewee closely associated with it, insisted that the task force had to see that there was 

“an ownership and a commitment by the board of governors to actually doing things 

based on the conclusions” (SCM6). Calling for “significant resources” to be expended, 

the report suggested that specialization could be achieved only with “a coordinated and 

cohesive multi-year approach” (p. 38). Specific recommendations for action included the 

establishment of a Vision Leadership Group (“VLG”), the convening of a Vision Forum 

and several regional conferences to “broaden awareness and buy-in to the mission, vision, 

areas of strategic emphasis and the key elements” of the report (p. 40), and with respect 

to specialization, the setting up of a Specialization Implementation Task Force (“SITF”). 

This study examines the divisions that arose within the profession during the ensuing 
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deliberations. Discussed next, the findings also probe into the diverging interests 

motivating each of the segments before summarizing the conflicts and offering 

reflections on the failure of the initiative. 

4.5 Findings 

4.5.1 The divisions 

The SITF was established in September 1996, about half a year after the Vision 

Report was approved (VLG Update 1). As per its terms of reference, it was mandated to 

“establish a voluntary specialization regime” reflecting the proposals of the Vision 

Report (First SITF Report, Appendix A, p. 1). One of its specific objectives was to 

“ensure the public interest is protected by developing relevant and measurable criteria for 

CAs who claim specialist standing or CAs who are certified in a particular competence” 

(First SITF Report, Appendix A, p. 1). 

The SITF tabled its first “milestone report”, the First Report of the Specialization 

Implementation Task Force (“First SITF Report”) in May 1997 (VLG Update 3), in 

which it recommended the creation of the NSC. Among other responsibilities, such as 

coordination, the mandate of the NSC was to develop standards both for internally 

developed accreditation programs, referred to as Alliances, and for partnerships with 

Accredited Organizations (First SITF Report). The Board of Governors approved the 

report on June 26, 1997, and by December 1997, NSC members had been selected and 

the first NSC meeting was held (VLG Update 6). Created under the auspices of the SITF, 

the Tax Specialist Certification Discussion Group (“TSCDG”) was set up around the 
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same time.8 It was mandated to “determine the issues, merits, potential pitfalls and 

viability of a Tax Specialist Certification Program (SCP) and report back to the SITF” 

(TSCDG Report, p. 1). 

Hence, the broader framework for considering specialization and more 

specifically the formal recognition of tax specialists was quickly set up in the wake of the 

Vision Report, with the CICA being the central actor. Although “there were also voices 

coming from elsewhere” (CICA4), interviewees agreed that the CICA steered the 

process. In this sense, the specialization program in Canada was a case of a top-down 

initiative and the Alliances were indeed a form of “leadership project”, as described by 

Fogarty et al. (2006). However, while it was affirmed that the CICA was the driving force 

as opposed to the provincial institutes (“PICAs”)9, things are never that simple in a 

country with strong regional dynamics. The Canadian CA profession was a “federation of 

provincial bodies” (Vision Report p. 37), and thus, the same “loose federal structure” 

existed at the time as in the United States (Fogarty et al., 2006, p 4). Nevertheless, while 

some differences did figure in the overall process, on the whole, the CICA worked 

closely together with the PICAs, since – like elsewhere – the profession “remains a 

creature of political jurisdiction” (Fogarty, 2014, p. 58). As one former staff member 

stated, “because of the nature of the Canadian accounting profession, that whole initiative 

had to be something that the provincial institutes were very involved in” (CICA2). Since 

issuing certificates denoting any designation is the exclusive purview of the provinces, 

 

8 The precise date of its creation was not noted in the reports examined, but its four meetings were held 

between October 1997 and February 1998 (TSCDG Report, p. 1). 
9 At the time, the profession was organized under a provincial institute in each province, except for in 

Quebec, where it was directed by the Ordre des comptables agréés du Québec. For simplicity, all the 

provincial associations are referred to in this study as PICAs. 
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any designation ultimately had to come from them (First SITF Report, p. 14-15). 

Collectively, the associations were not a segment of the profession per se. However, they 

are grouped together as the first category of actors, with the CICA, as the main actor, 

operating like the AICPA as an “umbrella organization, a coordinating body or an 

organizing organization” (Fogarty et al., 2006, p. 4; Olsen & Brunsson, 1998).   

Although there was a general sense that the push for the initiative was coming 

mainly from the CICA, interviewees suggested that it came from the membership more 

broadly as well, at least indirectly. As one person stated, as membership concerns were 

typically voiced through the councils, “the profession, itself, was driven by members” 

(SCM2). However, as the Rainbow Report intimated, the CA profession is not a 

“monolithic and homogenous body of accountants” (p. 27), but rather “comprised of 

subcommunities whose interests on matters of jurisdiction might be expected to differ” 

(Greenwood et al., 2002, p. 63). In its second report, under the heading “Differing Firm 

and Individual Perspectives”, the SITF itself explicitly identified clear schisms within the 

profession (p. 35). According to the discussions and other documents, this rift was largely 

manifested in two ways. First, as the heading indicates, individual members and firms 

were divided on the matter. Specifically, during the deliberations and consultations, the 

SITF became “very aware of the sometimes differing perspectives of individual CAs and 

partnerships as entities” (Final SITF Report, p. 35). 

The second rift was between the firms, with CICA1 recalling “there was a big 

divide between the small and the large firms. That was a huge issue.” Appended to the 

Final SITF Report, the TSCDG also clearly identified this division in its report. Notably, 

the following statement prefaced its main discussion: 
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It became clear that constituencies represented by the members of the 

Group were generally divided into the ‘national firm’ point of view 

(generally referring to the ‘Big 6’), and the ‘non-national firm’ point of 

view (generally referring to the regional and local CA firms, the individual 

CA and CAs in industry) (TSCDG Report, p. 1). 

As stated earlier, the fact that the large firms form a constituency distinct from the 

rest of the profession and act with their own interests in mind is not new (Greenwood et 

al., 2002; Olson, 1978). While these two camps formed the clearest divide in the debate 

and will be treated as the other two categories of actors in this study, the profession was 

also segmented in additional ways relevant to the question of certifying specialties. Most 

notably, there was the divergence between generalists and specialists (e.g., Dodd, 2000; 

Sale, 2002), and – though it may not have been as central – the perennial split between 

those in public practice and others. Despite always having been a large faction of the 

profession (Richardson, 1987) and comprising 60% of the membership at the time of the 

Vision Report, those working in industry were frequently viewed as having “left the 

profession” (p. 28), and thus, this segment had long felt a sense of alienation. 

4.5.2 The motivations 

As mentioned, the parties involved in the deliberations around the formal 

recognition of tax specialists, can be grouped into three sets of actors, each motivated by 

different interests. Often, the interviewees clearly outlined the relevant motivations, but 

some were also gleaned from the written material. Perceived benefits were clearly 

embedded in certain interests, but the influences were wider, as distinct logics guided 

each segment. While many motivations were identified, the focus is on the main ones, 

which are grouped into broad themes and discussed under the category of actor where 

they were the most evident, without any implied order of importance. Overall, as multiple 
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motivations were apparent, it would be unfair to suggest that any one solely drove any of 

the parties. Further, individuals were sometimes motivated differently than the 

constituency of which they were a member, as will be revealed in part later. 

4.5.3 The interests driving the professional associations 

Perceiving both threats and opportunities, the professional bodies were largely 

driven by a mixture of more instrumental reasons, as well as broader concerns about the 

profession’s future. The opportunity for growth for both the profession and the 

associations themselves was noted as the first motivation. For the profession, it can be 

viewed as a matter of turf, but in terms of jurisdiction (Abbott, 1988), the motives were 

defensive as well as offensive. Some described it as a “protectionist thing” (CICA2). The 

memory of the CICA having ceded control over business valuation loomed large, with 

TCM1 explaining that everybody was looking over the fence at the Canadian Institute of 

Chartered Business Valuators, thinking “Let’s not make that mistake again”. The CICA 

was perceived to have squandered the opportunity to bring this area under its umbrella. 

Alluding to this failure in one of its reports, the NSC stated not only that the profession 

had “missed the opportunity to lead the market with a specialization program in the late 

1980s”, but also that the market had overtaken it and that it “can’t afford to miss the 

opportunity again” (NSC AR 1999, p.10). 

The CICA was also more proactively driven. CICA3 repeatedly stressed how the 

profession could move into “adjacencies”, CICA2 conceded that it was “market driven 

for sure”, and CICA4 elaborated that “there was a feeling within the profession, and 

certainly within Professional Affairs that the profession needed to expand its brand” or 

make its “mark”. This emphasis on market opportunities for members and branding was 
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also evident in the published material. Although a section in its first annual report entitled 

“Market driven, powered by education” recognized the importance of training and 

competence, in concluding this part, the NSC stated “This will, we believe, provide our 

members with a strategic market advantage” (NSC AR 1999, p. 5). In this regard, the 

specialization initiative was driven by motives very similar to the other more 

expansionary ventures of the CICA at the time (Gendron & Barrett, 2004; Greenwood et 

al., 2002). 

In addition to wanting to support the membership in seizing new market 

opportunities, the professional associations also had narrower interests in mind. 

Specifically, the accreditation of specialists was seen as a potentially lucrative source of 

revenue. As one staff member stated, “we were gonna charge them fees, annual fees […] 

as we thought we would have, you know, education programs and things” (CICA1). 

Others outside of the CICA also noted this. Likening it to a money grab, TCM5 vividly 

recounted a discussion in which one PICA member explicitly stated “We could make a 

lot of money out of this”. SCM2 similarly recollected “the PICA discussion was really 

focused on revenue, how they would be involved, what they could get out of it, etc.”. In 

this sense, seeing the specialization program as an opportunity to expand their activities, 

the professional associations themselves were driven by a commercial logic. 

The second factor motivating the CICA was a concern about prestige. At the time, 

the accounting profession in Canada was not yet unified, so there was ongoing 

competition with the other accounting bodies (Richardson, 1987, 1997). As SCM4 

explained, “there was controversy and occasionally antagonistic relations” with these 

other associations. While the Rainbow Report already explicitly identified the two other 
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accounting bodies as a threat to the profession (p. 14), references were often more 

implicit, contained in discussions emphasizing the need to maintain “pre-eminence”. The 

Wainman Report carried forward this concern in its study on specialization, suggesting 

that its recommendations were specifically designed “to reinforce prestige of the 

profession” (p. 1) and the Vision Report reiterated it as follows: 

The CA profession risks losing its place of pre-eminence among the 

accounting bodies if it takes no action on the subject of certifying 

functional specialists. Other accounting groups will move towards (a) 

taking roles in areas that have traditionally been the preserve of the CA, 

and (b) recognizing their own type of specialists. The sustainability of the 

CA profession depends on its moving forward rather than simply 

maintaining a franchise developed some 116 years ago (p. 35). 

Maintaining prestige vis-à-vis the other associations was partly about attracting 

students. As stated before, there was a real worry about declining enrollment at the time, 

as the number of candidates writing the CA exam had dropped by over 40% in six years 

(Andrew, 1998). Thus, increasing the appeal of the profession was a priority and the 

CICA viewed the accreditation of specialists as one way of accomplishing this. The NSC 

suggested, “[p]otential CAs will be attracted to a profession with dynamic career options 

that enable CAs to pursue their specific interests and be recognized for their specialty 

knowledge” (NSC AR 2001, p. 3). But, like the more expansionary motives, and 

reflecting the tendency of associations to take on a life of their own (Smith, 1958), the 

CICA and PICAs were again partly concerned as much about their own future or viability 

as organizations, as the continued existence of the profession. As SCM4 stated, due to an 

aging membership, increasing the number of members was “definitely” an objective “to 

keep all of these institutes financed and running”.  

Such survival concerns also found expression in another motivation driving the 
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CICA. There was an ongoing worry about fragmentation within the profession, which 

entailed two dimensions. First, despite having eventually received the “support of all of 

the PICAs” (SCM2) for specialization, this was not necessarily evident at the outset. In 

one of its updates, the VLG acknowledged a “history of mistrust between the provincial 

and national levels” (VLG Update 5). As the PICAs were individually plotting their own 

futures prior to the Vision Report, regional differences were threatening to become a real 

divergence. In particular, British Columbia and Alberta were at the forefront of changing 

the profession, showing more willingness to move outside of “the four corners of the 

accounting profession”, according to SCM5. Similar to the United States, where 

individual states moved first on accreditation (Anonymous, 1985, 1994; Hock, 1994), in 

the wake of the Rainbow Report, Alberta had signaled a readiness to proceed 

independently on the subject of specialization (Luscombe, 1989). Thus, what it would 

have meant to be a CA could have been very different across the country, threatening the 

overall unity of the profession. 

The second aspect related to the fragmentation of the membership itself, as there 

was a sense that individual CAs were drifting. The Rainbow Report already identified 

this weakness. Specifically, it cited a lack of unity, attributed to many identifying more 

closely with other professional bodies or associations in their fields of interest (Rainbow 

Report, p. 13-14). Voicing similar concerns, the Vision Report viewed the matter through 

the lens of identity. It described ensuring a common commitment to the profession as 

perhaps “the profession’s most important challenge”, and suggested that one reason 

identity was under strain was because specialization was driving members to become 

involved with external organizations (Vision Report, p. 28). The CICA believed that 
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formal accreditation of specialties was a way to bring members back under one umbrella. 

SCM1 explained that the NSC was formed “to look at specialization in the profession 

because it was going in so many different directions” and that it “felt it was better to keep 

everybody inside the tent, rather than letting them run loose outside the tent”. 

Rather notable is that the subject of the public interest did not come up in most of 

the discussions with the CICA staff, unless specifically prompted. Although earlier 

reports had emphasized it when considering specialization, it does not appear to have 

been central in terms of the actual initiative. CICA1 confessed “I don’t remember an 

awful lot about that”, but CICA2 stated “I don’t think that that was the reason for the 

initiative, but I think it’s a good by-product of the initiative”. Given the gradual shift in 

tone of the different reports noted earlier and Murphy’s (1997) critique that the Vision 

Report “does not read well in terms of the public interest” (p. 171), this lack of emphasis 

might not be entirely surprising. 

However, it would be unfair to conclude that the CICA completely ignored the 

public interest. In fact, claiming it was always there in the background, SCM1 explained 

it as follows: 

I hesitate to say that protection of the public wasn’t our highest priority. It 

was always there as a consideration, but that wasn’t part of the...that, I 

don’t think, was where the Vision Project was headed, it was more to 

enhance the reputation and make sure these people are qualified. But the 

corollary of making sure these people are qualified is protection of the 

public. So it was kind of a secondary assumed objective,... I don’t think 

we spent a whole lot of time sitting around the NSC table talking about 

protection of the public. Having said that, it was intuitive that if people are 

better trained and we then therefore give them the designation, that’s 

going to enhance public protection. So maybe a roundabout way of saying 

maybe it was always there. Because you can’t put a specialization program 

like this in place without the corollary being you’re going to do a better 

job protecting the public interest. 
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Therefore, public protection albeit not prevalent was also not absent. Notably, the 

Final SITF Report explicitly expressed a concern about “a ‘de facto’ specialization” 

existing in tax, which “is not specifically regulated for protection of the public interest” 

(p. 27). The NSC also elaborated that the purpose of the Alliances was “to advance 

excellence in a particular field, to promote the provision of specific specialist services, 

and eventually to regulate the programs and supporting structures required to designate 

its members as ‘specialists’”, maintaining that the public interest would be “protected 

through the strict enforcement of the [sic] each specialty’s professional and ethical 

standards” (NSC Report 1999, p. 8-10). As framed, though, the concern again stressed 

competence, consistent with many other conceptualizations of the public interest (Adams, 

2016). In effect, by focusing on developing more rigor around claims to specialization to 

protect clients, the CICA tended to address the notion of the public interest in a narrower 

way (Jennings et al., 1987; Mayson, 2011). As will be discussed after considering the 

motivations of the national firms, many of the small practitioners adopted a similar 

position in explaining what they saw as the principal reason for the CICA initiative. 

4.5.4 The interests driving the national firms 

As stated by the TSCDG, the national firms’ view on the accreditation of tax 

specialists was “not to proceed with a Tax SCP and to retain the status quo” (TSCDG 

Report, p. 8). This differs from the case Greenwood et al. (2002) examine, where the 

same firms were leading the move towards legitimizing multidisciplinary practices. As 

elaborated later, there was a general consensus that the Big 5 were to blame for the 

failure of the tax designation, but as TCM4 pointed out, they were not necessarily 

opposed to specialization per se. The SITF acknowledged the “constituency within the 
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profession for whom the creation of a tax SCP in tax is important” (Final SITF Report, p. 

27), so the CICA moved ahead, despite the lack of support from the Big 5. Specifically, 

its Board of Directors delegated to the NSC the “approval of an action plan for 

developing a Specialist Certification Program in Taxation”. In February 1999, shortly 

after approving the plan, the NSC created the Tax Specialist Certification Steering 

Committee (“TSCSC”) (Tax SCP Proposal, p 1). Subsequently, the Big 5 adopted a 

mostly passive or wait-and-see approach. As CICA3 encapsulated it, they effectively 

said, “You can do what you want and bring it to us, and then we’ll decide, okay?”. 

In terms of motivations, on the one hand, the Big 5 were driven by one set of 

interests related to staffing, and on the other hand, by an absence of interest, typically 

expressed in the form of there being “no need” for the accreditation of tax specialists. 

Firstly, similar to the CICA’s concern about making the CA profession more attractive, 

the Big 5 were interested attracting talent, since recruitment was an issue (Andrew, 

1998). Finding qualified staff in the tax area was especially a challenge, and as TCM6 

explained, in terms of career path, firms were pushing for changes, with many moving to 

straight-to-tax hiring. At the time, the problem related partly to a long recognized 

“bottleneck” (Buckstein, 2012b; Richardson, 1987), as CAs typically streamed through 

the audit function. Since audit work was plateauing, one of the traditional recruitment 

pools for tax departments was shrinking. OTH4 summarized it as follows: 

Our challenge at that time was getting people into the tax practice. And the 

way the process worked is that our pipeline was getting people out of the 

audit practice, right? And we wanted pipelines directly. We wanted to be 

able to train them in tax, hire them in tax. In fact, I was already starting to 

hire co-op students directly into tax, but I still had to play the game of 

getting them their audit hours and everything else. So, that was the most 

important pressing business issue that was on our plate, and the Institute 

was not addressing it. 
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There was a second aspect to this concern, and this was the question of non-CAs, 

to which much thought was given in the deliberations. The First SITF Report left the 

certifying of non-CAs as a matter for future reports, and following up on this, the Final 

SITF Report dedicated over a third of its main report to this topic. The issue was 

especially acute in tax, as the TSCDG Report noted that there was a trend for firms 

increasingly hiring lawyers, other accountants and graduates of Master of Tax programs 

(p. 4). The proposed accreditation program prompted the  question “what is the position 

of non-CAs?” (CICA4) and the concern that lawyers and others within the Big 5 would 

feel like “second-class practitioners” (SCM2). 

However, the general lack of interest by the Big 5 in the tax designation mattered 

more. As Greenwood et al. (2002) observe, these firms are highly specialized internally. 

Consequently, they perceived “no need” for or benefit from the initiative, as they already 

held themselves to be the de facto specialists in tax. In contrast to forensic accounting, 

where the formalization would enhance their credibility (Lawrence, 1999), in tax the Big 

5 “didn’t have to prove anything” (CICA2). Or, as SCM1 put it “[t]hey just said, ‘We’ve 

already got our own way of designating our professionals, we don’t need people 

outside’”. Reflecting a largely commercial logic, under the heading “The Business Case”, 

the TSCDG explained the national firm position this way: 

[T]heir identifiable and marketable tax departments are seen, and see 

themselves, as having a de facto specialization in tax. Therefore, they 

believe they are currently garnering all the available benefits of 

specialization and only see an incremental cost to them (time, training and 

fees) for a profession-sponsored SCP with no perceived incremental 

benefits to them. (TSCDG Report, p. 5) 

TCM2 summed up the instrumental or transactional approach of the Big 5 as 

follows: “Their reason was, what’s in it for us. We are already recognized as tax 
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specialists”. Notably, the Grace Report had suggested nearly 20 years earlier, that those 

insisting on a need were being “conservative”. Advocating on behalf of the public 

interest, it instead urged the profession not to wait for a “serious deficiency in the present 

situation” in order to act (Grace Report, p. 15). 

4.5.5 The interests driving other members 

Although the professional associations may have initiated the accreditation 

project, as a segment, practitioners outside of the Big 5 were generally very supportive of 

the initiative. As stated in the TSCDG Report, the “non-national and individual CA” view 

was “to proceed with a Tax SCP” as it “would benefit the profession” (p. 8). Small firms 

are frequently much more reliant on activities of the institutes (Greenwood et al., 2002), 

and thus, are often more embedded in the profession. This segment might therefore have 

been keen for the CICA and PICAs to advance its direct interests. However, as per the 

interviewees, the actual motivations were much less individually focused and instead 

centered mostly on broader concerns. 

Small practitioners did not corroborate this view, but CICA staff and others 

suggested that smaller firms would benefit from the branding and improved marketability 

expected from a formal specialization program. As CICA1 stated, “they really thought 

that having ‘CA.Tax’, for instance, on their business cards would be helpful to identify 

themselves as a tax professional, and almost a door opener, you know”, whereas OTH4 

suggested: 

Now where that brand value could be relevant, this is where these 

differences probably in the makeup of the member body is back at that 

time, if I was a small practitioner, out in Owen Sound or somewhere, or 

even in Kingston, for that matter, and I was competing with CGAs and 

CMAs, if I could say I was a CA.Tax, well, maybe that gave me a bit of a 
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leg up competing against the, you know, CGA guy in Kingston who was 

practicing tax, too. Right? So, for that person, there probably was some 

brand value, right? 

In short, as a way of offering credibility, a tax designation could provide the 

“strategic market advantage” referred to earlier (NSC AR 1999, p. 5). Although the 

aspect of self-interest in certification may be difficult to refute (Lauw, 1994), many of the 

smaller practitioners insisted that it did not motivate them at all. TCM3 claimed, “I don’t 

need a specialty designation […] and I didn’t need it by the time that committee was 

struck. I didn’t need it because I was already reasonably well known”. Arguably, 

established practitioners, like him, already possessed Bradshaw’s (1976) “grapevine 

accreditation” so they had no “need” for it marketing-wise. As both Greenwood et al. 

(2002) and Fogarty et al. (2006) observe, many small firms were sufficiently busy at the 

time and did not have the expansionary instincts of the Big 5. However, TMC3 conceded 

that it could matter for less established individuals, stating that “There are people, 

younger people than me, younger people coming up who do need it and should have it to 

differentiate themselves from the people who don’t do this kind of stuff”. 

The last quote reflects one of the concerns that many smaller practitioners spoke 

very passionately about. As elsewhere (Black & Black, 2004), the public often 

mistakenly believes that professional accountants are tax experts. As TCM1 stated, the 

“man on the street” thinks that CAs know tax, “but this is not true”. Speaking extensively 

on the subject, TCM3 stated: 

[T]he prime beneficiary is the public who have a right to know who they 

should be looking to, to do the kind of work they need. And I think that’s 

obvious. It is not obvious who’s a tax expert, as I’ve said a bunch of times. 

In fact, it is quite the opposite. It is far from obvious. 

And elsewhere in the discussion he elaborated: 
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What’s the point I’m making? The point I’m making is this, the public 

thinks that their accountant who does their T1 return is a tax expert. That 

is a dangerous thought because...well, let me ask, let me put this a 

different way. So you’re a young, healthy guy. So if someone told you, 

you had a heart problem, would you go to your family practitioner or 

doctor and say, “I need open heart surgery, could you book me for an 

appointment?” 

Although the small practitioners may have voiced it the most, others raised 

similar concerns. As SCM1 explained: 

[E]verybody says, “Oh yeah, he’s my tax guy, he’s a tax specialist.” 

Wasn’t a tax specialist at home, he did personal income tax returns and 

probably couldn’t do a whole lot else in terms of providing good 

professional advice in the tax area. 

Overall, the statements reiterate the concern the Grace Report raised about the 

risks of “misinforming the public”. They also tie to broader concerns about public 

protection, which often came through emphatically and usually unprompted in the 

discussions with the small practitioners. TCM2 pressed the subject throughout the 

interview, insisting “My point is, I’m talking about the public’s protection”. OTH2 

expounded on this: 

Canada needs a designation, in order to protect the public interest. And 

there’s no shortage of examples on that, where general practitioners, or 

non-professionals, professed in old acts dupe their clients. It would be 

nice, and I think it’s overdue, to have the recognize tax as an issue that you 

don’t practice tax unless you have this designation, and the public is 

aware. […] There’s other reasons we wanna bring this to the table. And 

for me, those other reasons were nice, but I come at it from a completely 

public interest point of view. 

 

The accounting profession is charged with serving the public interest (Baker, 

2005; Neu & Graham, 2005). However, as TCM4 explained, whereas the public interest 

is clearly defined in audits or review engagements, in tax practice it is “not articulated 

what’s in the public interest”. While ethics more broadly occasionally came up as a topic, 

discussions about the public interest were mostly oriented around the question of 
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competence and rigor, as mentioned earlier. The fact that accreditation would imply 

regulation was generally accepted, with TCM3 asking “How can the most important part 

of the advice a small firm gives not be more regulated?”. Such regulation would 

necessarily concern standards around the quality of work. Linking back to the issue of 

informing the public, as a signaling mechanism (Johnson, 1984), accreditation was also 

intended to help distinguish specialists from the “dabblers” (CICA2) in the field. Even 

though the First SITF Report acknowledged the possibility of practice inspections in 

specialized areas (p. 15) and the NSC referred to ethical standards (NSC Report 1999, p. 

10), the TSCSC does not appear to have developed any criteria specific to the tax area. 

So, while practitioners would have been held to a higher standard of competence by 

accreditation, serving the public interest in a traditional way (Adams, 2016), it is 

uncertain if the formal recognition of tax specialists would have addressed the more 

recent, wider societal concerns about aggressive tax planning (Russell & Brock, 2016; 

Stuebs Jr. & Whiteaker-Poe, 2018; Stuebs & Wilkinson, 2010). Notably, the topic of tax 

aggressiveness did not really come up in any of the discussions about the public interest. 

4.5.6 The conflicts 

Although the CICA’s initiative to certify tax specialists related to turf, the 

conflicts that occurred were not a jurisdictional battle in the classic sense (Abbott, 1988). 

While tax work was shared with others, most notably lawyers, the CA profession 

dominated the field, accounting for over 60% of practitioners at the time (Brown, 1998). 

Lawyers may have been seen as competition (OTH7), but there was little evidence of any 

real friction between both professions. The Ontario Law Society was already accrediting 

specialists in multiple practice areas (Lauw, 1994), but tax was not one of them. Overall, 
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there is some irony that – to the extent lawyers actually figured in the debate – it was the 

Big 5 who advocated on their behalf, and not the legal profession. As the profession was 

divided then (Richardson & Kilfolye, 2012), further actors included the other accounting 

bodies. The CGAs had considered the question of specialty designations (Geary, 1989; 

Matusky, 1990; Perrault, 1989), but overall other accountants represented less than 15% 

of tax practitioners at the time (Brown, 1998). Even if – as previously discussed – the 

CICA may have perceived a threat, there was no direct tension with these other 

associations vis-à-vis the accreditation of tax specialists. 

Instead, stemming from diverging interests between the different segments, the 

conflicts were entirely internal. Referring to “the political reality” of the profession, the 

NSC recognized “the sensitivities attached to developing specialist certification programs 

in high profile areas that affect many members and firms – taxation, for example” (NSC 

AR 1999, p. 19). Largely, the debate concerning the tax specialty designation divided the 

profession in two ways. Entity-wise, as already explained, the rift was between the Big 5 

and rest of the profession, while functionally, it was between specialists and generalists. 

Other schisms existed in both cases, supporting Bucher and Strauss’ (1961) assertion that 

segments are often segmented further. 

As SCM2 explained, with regards to the question of certifying tax specialists “you 

had the PICAs, the Order supporting it. The only opposition were five big firms, which 

were a significant part of the tax practice, but tax was a lot broader.” On the whole, most 

agreed that the Big 5 were opposed, and the small firms, in favor. Although accurate in 

the aggregate, the matter was more nuanced. Firms comprise individuals and 

notwithstanding some publicly voiced opposition (e.g., Antonioni, 2000; Dodd, 2000; 
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Sale, 1997, 2002; Thomson, 1999), overall, there was widespread support for the 

initiative (e.g., Dell, 2001; Fournier et al., 1997; Smith, 1997; Tokarek, 2007). Unlike the 

United States, where member support was historically much more mixed (Izard & 

McKinney, 1983; Okell, 1993; Telberg, 1998), over 90% of the membership favored 

specialist recognition in a formal survey (NSC AR 2000, p. 9). Within the Big 5, the 

leadership and individual members – and to some extent younger and older individuals – 

were divided on the matter. Further, while there were indications that the Big 5 acted in 

concert, as a collection of entities, they were not a homogenous group and it was 

suggested that specific individuals at specific firms directed the opposition (with one Big 

5 interviewee claiming to have played a role in “killing it”). Even the smaller firms, while 

typically discussed together, were also divided, as might be expected (Ramirez et al., 

2015), as some were specialists in tax and others were general practitioners, as elaborated 

next. 

Like other fields (Lauw, 1994; Moorhead, 2010), the potential for tension 

between specialists and generalists existed and the worries that accreditation would risk 

creating a hierarchy were not new (Johnson, 2016; Smith, 1958). The Rainbow Report 

anticipated this issue, stating: 

Both the generalist and the specialist have essential roles to play in the 

profession. The generalist’s value, based on his or her breadth of 

knowledge and experience. is in providing a comprehensive perspective 

on a wide variety of accounting, financial and business situations. The 

specialist provides in-depth expertise within a particular area. Their roles 

are complementary; there must be no suggestion that one is superior to the 

other. (p. 24) 

Concerns about not wanting to “feel diminished” (OTH1) or deemed “a second 

class CA” (TCM2) were recognized, but the issue arguably related more to the potential 
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impact on general practitioners’ livelihoods. For many, basic tax compliance was part of 

their “bread and butter” (TCM1). Thus, some feared that work could be taken away 

(TCM5; Sale 1997, 2002), even though, similar to the AICPA’s initiative the decade 

before (Anonymous, 1993), that was never the intention (TCM1). Overall, though, the 

matter does not appear to have been that significant, with CICA2 asserting it was not “a 

factor” and CICA4 not recalling any “feeling of resistance” by generalists. To the extent 

that it might have been an issue, there generally was a feeling that it would have been 

transitional and something that could have been addressed as part of the overall evolution 

of the profession. SCM2 summarized it as follows:  

We had those discussions, and there was some pushback from a smaller 

practitioner who was in a small town, who I guess did tax, tried to do all 

the specialties, was a jack-of-all-trades. There was a little bit of that. But 

the world was just getting more complex. So we knew that was there, but 

it wasn’t an insurmountable objection. It was one that was just part of the 

evolution, from my perspective. 

 

4.5.7 The termination 

Despite the divisions identified in the Final SITF Report, the CICA had decided to 

forge ahead with its project to certify tax specialists and the TSCSC completed its report 

in July 2000. In August, the proposal was advertised in the CA Magazine (Anonymous, 

2000b, p. 25) and copies were made available online, where details concerning 

grandparenting were outlined. Two months later, an article suggested that the first tax 

specialist designations would be “ready to go” within a year (Chigbo, 2000, p.11). The 

NSC Chair similarly declared that the “newly approved Alliance for Excellence in 

Taxation will be working toward accepting applicants” (NSC AR 2001, p. ii), but no tax 

specialist designations were ever granted. By 2002, the NSC alluded to “unresolved 
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issues” with respect to the Alliance for Excellence in Taxation (NSC AR 2002, p. 14), 

and the next year, in its last Annual Report, it simply stated that implementation 

“continues to be deferred” (NSC AR 2003, p. 8). As the project was effectively brought 

to completion, the question posed at the outset could be repeated: What happened? 

There was a consensus among the interviewees that ultimately the Big 5’s 

opposition is what undid the initiative, with TCM3 emphatically insisting “they played 

the only role in ending it, not a major role”. Not all were necessarily privy to the details 

and of those who might have been, some were more forthcoming about what occurred 

than others. Reticence by professionals about sharing information contained in 

confidential communications or discussed in closed meetings is hardly surprising. 

However, playing a central role in professionalization projects (Cooper & Robson, 2006) 

and being “particularly influential” overall (Greenwood et al., 2002, p. 63), like 

elsewhere (Fogarty, 2014; Henry & McNamee, 2003), there is little doubt about the 

national firms’ sway within the profession. Still, the question could be asked about why 

the Big 5 were able to influence the fate of an initiative that had widespread support from 

the membership. After all, collectively they numbered less than 15,000 professionals at 

the time (Anonymous, 2000a) – effectively comprising less than a quarter of the entire 

CA population – and given the discord between the leadership and individuals within the 

firms, the Big 5 did not speak for all their staff.  

The Vision Report had outlined some very clear objectives regarding the 

profession’s future. As CICA3 stated, “this report came out and said very clearly, ‘Get on 

with specialized action, it’s a no-brainer’”. Yet, as it related to tax, the project did not 

come to fruition, despite the  logistics having been effectively worked out. In its final 
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report, the SITF stated euphemistically that it had “identified a definite divergence of 

perspectives”, which required reconciliation (Final SITF Report, p. vii). Ultimately, these 

divisions were never reconciled, as tax remained noticeably absent from the list of 

recognized specialties (Cawfield, 2007; Tokarek, 2007), despite its significance. In 

diverse and segmented professions, politics can “assert themselves throughout the 

process and help subvert the agenda” (Van Hoy, 1993, p. 95). Thus, the fact that the 

CICA’s initiative was undermined may not be that surprising, especially given 

suggestions that the accounting associations have no choice but to follow the Big 5 

(Greenwood et al., 2002, p. 64). The failure precipitated by divisions may have resulted 

in an even more divided profession, though, with the episode contributing further toward 

the resentment that many expressed toward the national firms. Reflecting the perspective 

of small firms and individual practitioners, TCM5 basically quipped, why have the CICA 

if it does not speak for or represent its members? 

4.6 Discussion and conclusion 

While the previous section described the most evident divisions within the 

profession in the debate surrounding the CICA’s attempt to formally accredit tax 

specialists in Canada and broadly outlined some of the factors that led to its demise, there 

were also other forces at play. As for some of the other Vision Project initiatives at the 

time (Gendron & Barrett, 2004; Shafer & Gendron, 2005), the CICA partly coordinated 

its efforts with that of the AICPA. However, whereas the AICPA had seriously explored 

the idea of accrediting tax specialists earlier in the decade (AICPA, 1992; O’Connell & 

Werner, 1993; Woehlke, 1992), by the time of the Vision Project, it abandoned the idea, 

as it wanted to focus on specialties for which there was no “dominant provider” 



 

216 

 

(Melancon, 1999, p.4). Similar to the national firms in Canada, the AICPA perceived no 

need, as CPAs were already viewed as the “leading quality provider” in tax (Anonymous, 

1998b), and hence, creating an accreditation in the area made “no marketing sense” 

(Anonymous, 1998a, p. 16). 

Beyond this differing view between the CICA and the AICPA on the “need” for a 

tax accreditation, the specialty was perhaps always going to be a more difficult area to 

ringfence, not only due to the role of other professionals in the area, like lawyers. As 

MacDonald (1995) explains, professional mobilization is easier if an epistemological 

base is narrow. Tax is not just a single specialty (O’Connell & Werner, 1993, p. 285), but 

– as many interviewees suggested – a specialty with many subspecialties. Thus, when 

recognizing expertise in the area, the debate often quickly shifts to whether broader or 

narrower specialization should be certified. Yet this issue arguably tends to be 

exaggerated, as the AICPA did not see the question of broader versus narrower 

specialization as being mutually exclusive, with the former potentially paving the way for 

the latter (O’Connell & Werner, 1993, p. 284; Woehlke, 1992).10 Further, narrow (or 

micro-specialization) may not be desirable from a public interest perspective (Lauw, 

1994). 

Other broader events likely also influenced the outcome. As per the chairman of 

the CICA, specialization was one of many interrelated issues facing profession at the time 

(Luscombe, 1995). Thornton and Ocasio (2008) explain that logics help direct attention 

 

10 It is also somewhat ironic that those who opposed recognizing tax as a specialty often simultaneously 

argued for narrower specialization, both in the interviews and otherwise (Anonymous, 1998b; O’Connell & 

Werner, 1993). 



 

217 

 

to and order priorities. The reshuffling that occurred after 2000 was partly attributable to 

changed circumstances, as the collapse of Enron in 2001 became a disruptive event that 

required the immediate attention of the profession (Anonymous, 2002a), given the 

expected regulatory changes. However, to some extent, the new priorities also reflected 

the vision of those in charge. Whereas the CICA chairman expressed a clear commitment 

to specialization in an editorial in 1997 (Brown, 1997), by 2002, the CICA had both a 

new president and chairman, each with his own views on where the profession should go. 

For example, the new president stressed branding (Anonymous, 2001b), something 

clearly reflected in the following decade (McMahon & Montamat, 2005a, 2005b; Picard 

et al., 2014), while the new chairman wanted to prioritize uniting the profession 

(Anonymous, 2002b, p. 46). Although the actual unification of the profession did not 

occur until 2013 (Buckstein, 2012a), by 2004, the CICA had proposed an amalgamation  

with the CMAs (Colapinto, 2004; Richardson & Jones, 2007). One reason advanced for 

the merger was to address the fragmentation within the accounting profession, but 

notably, the leadership at the time also publicly stated that it eventually envisioned post-

qualification specialty certifications, including tax (Buckstein, 2012a; CPA Canada, 

2011, p. 8; 2012, p. 6;). Instead, the existing specializations were all wound down or 

transferred to the control of the AICPA. 

These other factors undoubtedly presented hurdles and the project might have 

been stalled by the resulting loss of momentum. What arguably contributed to the 

initiative’s demise, though, was the vision itself being lost in the process in several ways. 

The Vision Report had an implementation plan. However, given that those who voiced 

objections to the AICPA’s earlier initiative often tended to focus on implementation 
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details (O’Connell & Werner, 1993, p. 285), strong resistance might have been 

predictable, once it reached that stage. A clear rift manifested itself between those who 

held narrower and more instrumental or self-interested views and those who believed in 

the broader interests of the profession and the public. OTH2 stated it as follows: 

If you’re so caught in the weeds, and so selfish, that you can’t see the 

bigger picture and the bigger benefits, then you’re never gonna be able to 

build something great. You have to be able to see the overall picture, 

what’s the benefits, what’s the pros, what’s the cons, recognize the early 

challenges. But ultimately, if you can build it, then they’ll be, you know, 

the old Field of Dreams, if you build it, they will come, kind of idea. 

Despite the extensive effort that the CICA put in to garner support for its 

initiative, such as organizing several Vision Forums (VLG Update 5), it was unable to 

implement the vision it had set out for the profession in the Vision Report in the end, at 

least as it related to certifying tax specialists. While the failure was broadly attributable to 

the narrower interests or the more transactional view of the Big 5, the minutiae were not 

really the main obstacle, as many would have been transitory and thus ultimately 

surmountable. 

A deeper reflection reveals what are arguably much more fundamental rifts 

related to the future of the profession. The case can be seen as a conflict between 

competing ideals, with business interests ultimately trumping more professional values. 

In this regard, it is notable that the CICA itself had shifted to a more commercial logic 

over the two decades considered. Rather than focusing on playing the role of being the 

primary advocate for professional values, such as the protection of the public, the 

professional associations appear to have been more narrowly driven as well, becoming 

increasingly preoccupied with the marketing of their own activities and their own 

viability as an organization serving “customers”. Others have examined the professional 
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associations’ branding activities (Picard et al., 2014), but the case reveals an even deeper 

business logic possibly having taken hold within the profession. The CICA and PICAs 

are organizations and thus, it is not unusual for them, like other institutions, to become as 

preoccupied over time with their own existence, as with the future of the professions they 

represent (Smith, 1958). However, the fact that what are arguably supposed to be the 

guardians of professional values are themselves increasingly operating like businesses 

might suggest the ultimate triumph of commercialism within the accounting profession. 

As TCM5 put it, the initiative to formally accredit tax specialist might have been “the 

right project motivated by the wrong reasons”. 

Yet, while this case study provides further evidence of an ever-growing 

pervasiveness of the commercial logic within the accounting profession (Hanlon, 1994; 

Willmott & Sikka, 1997; Wyatt, 2004), it also reveals that its domination is far from 

complete. Like in other domains (Reay & Hinings, 2009), it continues to co-exist with a 

perhaps surprisingly resilient professional logic. Even if there was no common 

understanding of exactly what it entailed, the protection of the public was a factor 

motivating several actors in the debate. As others have noted, professionalism is often 

viewed differently by different segments of a profession (Nelson & Trubek, 1992; Van 

Hoy, 1993). Consistent with the long-held view that the “foremost obligation” of 

professional association is the setting of rigorous standards (Merton, 1958), for the CICA, 

protection of the public was about enforcing such standards and thus ultimately about 

practitioner competence. The difficulty of keeping current in more than one area has been 

long recognized in the field (Englebert, 1966; Fincham, 1981), and skills become 

outdated particularly quickly in specializations like tax (Geary, 1989). As in other studies 
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(Lander et al., 2013; Ramirez et al., 2015; Suddaby et al., 2009), the small practitioners 

also exhibited a comparatively strong commitment to more traditional professional values 

in this case. For them, however, informing the public was what mattered. In a field where 

quality is difficult to assess (Frecknall-Hughes & Moizer, 2015), accreditation offered a 

credible signaling mechanism (Johnson, 1984; Mauldin et al., 2000), effectively 

addressing the potential problem of market failure (Akerlof, 1970). 

On the whole, though, the professional logic displayed was one emphasizing a 

traditional conceptualization of the public interest (Adams, 2016). The wider and more 

societal concerns at the heart of much of the recent negative publicity facing the tax 

world – for instance regarding aggressive tax planning (Russell & Brock, 2016; Stuebs Jr. 

& Whiteaker-Poe, 2018; Stuebs & Wilkinson, 2010) – remained largely absent from the 

discussion. In this respect, while stressing the narrower duties towards clients (Jennings 

et al., 1987), neither the professional bodies nor the small practitioners really endorsed 

the more transcendental values espoused by others (Freidson, 2001). A generous 

interpretation is that this is part of a broader evolution or shift, as the notion of the public 

interest itself has morphed towards a more business-minded orientation in jurisdictions 

throughout the world, including Canada’s largest province (Adams, 2016). Subscribing to 

such a more laissez-faire view, several interviewees suggested that it was already clear 

who the real experts were in the tax field in Canada and thus there was no public need for 

the quality assurance that accreditation might have offered. However, as Adler et al. 

(2008) suggest, client sophistication is not a reason to abandon professional governance. 

Further, as has been long recognized, in contrast with audit, where clients are normally 

businesses and institutions, tax practice is an area in which professional accountants also 
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serve large numbers of individuals (Carey, 1965, p. 171). Thus, a more critical view 

could conclude that despite many having advocated for more rigorous standards and 

accreditation to protect the public, overall, the profession failed even in this narrower 

duty towards the public (Jennings et al., 1987). Instead of certifying tax specialists to help 

inform the public, maintaining in the end – like the AICPA (Anonymous, 1998a, 1998b; 

Melancon, 1999) – that professional accountants are already experts in tax, the CICA 

effectively opted to perpetuate the public myth about wider professional competence in 

this specialized area (Black & Black, 2004).  

Beyond the overall competing logics and the question of defining professionalism 

and the public interest, though, the conflict was also about the ultimate understanding of 

what it means to be a profession and what effectively constitutes it. From the point of 

view of the associations, is the accounting profession composed of individuals or of 

organizations? The straightforward reply is that professions are composed of individuals, 

but arguably the actual answer lies more in how the professional bodies act. Notably, the 

SITF directly considered this. In assessing the issue of non-CAs, it invoked the 

profession’s identity and the question of “whether interest of ‘firms’ or ‘individuals’ 

should drive decisions” (Final SITF Report, p. 9). Prefacing part of its discussion with the 

phrase “[i]f the profession is composed of individual CAs” (Final SITF Report, p. 9), 

suggests uncertainty. However, if a profession is not composed of individuals, what is it 

composed of, and can it even be considered a profession? The question extends beyond 

the domination of the Big 5 (Cooper & Robson, 2006; Henry & McNamee, 2003; 

Suddaby et al., 2007) or the concerns about the professional associations’ failure in acting 

as “big tent” entities (Fogarty, 2014), as it effectively strikes at the issue of professional 
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expertise itself. The recognition that professional knowledge can be embodied in 

individuals, organizations or commodities is not new (Abbott, 1988; Macdonald, 1995). 

However, by agreeing in effect to the position that the firms are already the de facto 

specialists in the debate on the formal accreditation, the CICA has not only adopted the 

firm approach to specialization, which Bradshaw (1976) advocates. Indeed, supporting 

further the deprofessionalization thesis (Fogarty, 2014; Haug, 1975; Toren, 1975), the 

profession has possibly also inadvertently accepted that expertise does not reside with its 

professional members, but instead the organizations for which they work. As in other 

regards, accounting might thus have ceased to be a profession in the traditional sense 

(Adams, 2017, p. 85). 

With the benefit of hindsight, several other ironies are also evident in the failed 

initiative. Whereas some feared a two-tiered profession as a result of formal 

specialization, the existing segmentation is what prevented accreditation from being 

recognized. Further, it is somewhat paradoxical that the redirection of priorities in the 

wake of the Enron scandal might have contributed to the failure of the initiative, as it 

would mean that one public interest crisis led the profession to abandon its duty to further 

the public interest in another area. More importantly, though, like the AICPA (Wolosky, 

2000), by failing to follow through on the certification, the CICA ironically left a 

vacuum, in some ways repeating the same mistake it had made with business valuations 

before (NSC AR 1999). In the decades that followed, not only has there been a 

proliferation of other credentials (Boyle et al., 2013; McLaughlin, 2002;  Raspante & 

Mella, 2017), including the TEP designation (Harrington, 2012; Merrick, 2015; STEP 

2006), but the legal profession has also decided in the interim to certify tax specialists in 
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Ontario (Law Society of Ontario, 2019). In short, having perhaps been more preoccupied 

in playing offense with its expansionary initiatives at the time (Gendron & Barrett, 2004; 

Shafer & Gendron, 2005), the CICA ultimately did not adequately defend part of its core 

jurisdiction, and as a result, today it dominates the tax field less than before, 

notwithstanding an otherwise unified profession. 

4.6.1 Conclusion 

This study examined the initiative by the CICA to formally recognize tax 

specialists, which took place between 1997 and 2002. Relying on a unique combination 

of documentary evidence and a series of in-depth interviews, it offers insight into the 

divisions that existed within the profession at the time. Although others have considered 

failed professional projects in accounting (e.g., Gendron & Barrett, 2004; Shafer & 

Gendron, 2005), such stories are much less common. By exploring more deeply the 

factors motivating the different factions and the nature of the conflicts, the study offers a 

contextual explanation for why the initiative did not succeed. 

At the same time, the study leaves certain questions unanswered, which are left 

for future research. Specifically, studies could investigate more closely some of the 

circumstances, which led to the demise of the initiative, including, as suggested, the role 

of particular individuals. By comparing the initiative more closely to the specialization 

projects that succeeded or to the formal recognition of tax specialists that has been 

achieved in other countries, research could shed even further light on the reasons for the 

failure. In this regard, it would be useful to consider whether the unification of the 

accounting profession in Canada in 2013 will change the dynamic of any future initiative. 

Given the link between logics and identity and the suggested influence of professional 
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identity on professionalization projects (Larson, 2013; Shafer & Gendron, 2005), 

research could also explore the role of identity in the tax field. Finally, studies could 

consider the implications of not having a formally recognized tax specialty in Canada, 

focusing on whether in the absence, the public interest is being adequately addressed by 

tax practitioners.  
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Report to the Executive Committee and Council of the CICA by Task Force 2000, 1970 

Report of the Committee to Study Specialization in the Canadian Chartered Accountancy 
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Meeting the Challenge of Change: Report of the CICA Long-range Strategic Planning 

Committee (“Rainbow Report”), 1986 

Report of the Task Force to Implement Divisions and to Recommend a Process to 

Recognize and Grant Specialist Designations, Volume 1-4 (“Wainman Report”), 

1990  

The Inter-Institute Vision Task Force Report and Research Review (“Vision Report”), 

1996 

First Report of the Specialization Implementation Task Force (“First SITF Report”), 1997 

Final Report of the Specialization Implementation Task Force (“Final SITF Report”), 

1998 

Tax Specialist Certification Discussion Group Report (“TSCDG Report”, also included 

as Appendix D in the Final SITF Report), 1998 
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Program (“Tax SCP Proposal”), 2000 

Vision Leadership Group Updates 1-9 (“VLG Updates”), February 1997 to August 1998 

National Specialization Council annual reports (“NSC AR”), 1999-2003, inclusive 

CICA annual reports, 1995-2013, inclusive 

Strategic Crossroads for the CA Profession, 2004 

CPA Canada Foresight: The Way Forward, 2018  



 

236 

 

Table 4-2: Interviewee background 

 

Total members

Interviewees

Total members

Interviewees

VLG = Vision Leadership Group

SITF = Specialization Implementation Task Force

NSC = National Specialization Council

TSCDG = Tax Specialization Discussion Group

TSCSC = Tax Specialist Certification Steering Committee

TSIWG = Tax Specialization Implementation Working Group

TAB = Tax Alliance Board

Note: Totals do not add up, as individuals who participated in more than one committee are only 

counted once

Insiders

Other 

individuals
8 Interviewees

=

Total 29 Interviewees

+

Total 7 Interviewees (out of 28-29 total members)

+

Total

TSCSC

(1999-2000)

8-9

4

TSIWG

(2001)

8

6

12 Interviewees (out of 25-27 total members)

NSC

(1997-2003)

15

33

4 Interviewees
CICA Staff

(insiders)

+

Steering Committees

TSCDG

(1997-1998)

13-14

6

TAB

(2001)

Tax Committees

9-10

6

VLG

(1996-1998)

6-7

3

SITF

(1997-1998)

10
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Table 4-3: Interview details 

 

Constituency Location  Length 

SCM1 Big Firm Home 82       

SCM2 Big Firm Café/Restaurant 75       

SCM3 Institute Café/Restaurant 82       

SCM4 Institute Café/Restaurant 108     

SCM5 Small/Medium Firm Office 66       

SCM6 Big Firm University 101     

SCM7 Small/Medium Firm Skype 118     

TCM1 Small/Medium Firm Office 120     

TCM2 Small/Medium Firm Office 76       

TCM3 Small/Medium Firm Office 117     

TCM4 Small/Medium Firm Office 126     

TCM5 Big Firm Café/Restaurant 80       

TCM6 Big Firm Skype 59       

TCM7 Small/Medium Firm Office 89       

TCM8 Big Firm Office 89       

TCM9 Small/Medium Firm Office 54       

TCM10 Big Firm University 90       

CICA1 Institute University 113     

CICA2 Institute Office 59       

CICA3 Institute University 166     

CICA4 Institute Skype 111     

OTH1 Institute Office 63       

OTH2 Small/Medium Firm Office 52       

OTH3 Other Office 84       

OTH4 Big Firm Skype 34       

OTH5 Other Café/Restaurant 72       

OTH6 Other Office 105     

OTH7 Institute Skype 71       

OTH8 Institute Home 85       

SCM = Steering Committee Member

TCM = Tax Committee Member

CICA = CICA staff or consultant actively involved in specialization initiative

OTH = Other individuals (e.g. provincial institute members, national tax partners, etc.)

Interviewee

Note: The constituency is the one that individuals are seen as representing in the context of 

the interview. Big Firm are the international accounting firms (i.e. the Big 6 prior to 1997, 

the Big 5 from 1997 to 2002, and the Big 4 thereafter), and Small/Medium are all the other 

accounting firms. Institute includes members of the CICA and the provincial institutes at the 

time and Other includes individuals currently involved with the professional associations or 

representing other relevant areas (e.g. industry, education or other tax related 

organizations).
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Chapter 5 

Conclusion 

But of course other people do in fact know many things about the 

professions that I do not. The millions of professionals in the world know 

many such things. Colleagues writing about particular professions know 

many such things. Thus, one might better put the whole thing the other 

way around and say that rather than being an expert, I am simply less 

ignorant about professions than most others. Perhaps I know 3% of what 

should be known about them, while my average colleague knows 2%, and 

the average intelligent person 1%. (Abbott 2010, p. 175)

 

5.1 Summary 

As stated at the outset, tax professionals have increasingly been put under the 

spotlight, drawing attention from international organizations (e.g., Tansey, 2018; Turner, 

2017), the media (e.g., Cashore et al., 2016; Hudson et al., 2014) and academics (e.g., 

Addison & Mueller, 2015; Anesa et al., 2019; Apostol & Pop, 2019; Hahn & Ormeño 

Pérez, 2020; Morrell & Tuck, 2014; Radcliffe et al., 2018; Russell & Brock, 2016; Stuebs 

& Wilkinson, 2010). As Oats and Morris (2017) suggest, this heightened awareness 

might prompt the interest of many scholars not familiar with the field, but for me, the 

subject has, from the beginning, always been one to which I feel personally connected. 

As mentioned in my second article, prior to switching into an academic career, I worked 

for about a decade as a tax practitioner. Much of the controversy emerged around the 

same time that I made the decision to pursue doctoral studies, and thus, mulling over 

possible topics for research, it is perhaps only natural that I landed on the subject of tax 

professionals. At first, I intended to focus on the issue of tax avoidance, exploring in 

particular the role that tax practitioners play, given their recognized involvement in 

developing tax schemes (OECD, 2008). I was especially intrigued by this subject, 
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because as a professional, I had witnessed another moment of intense external scrutiny 

early in my career. Having passed the Uniform Final Exam in 1999 and having officially 

become a Chartered Accountant in 2000, I was still very new to the profession, when it 

was confronted with the fallout of the Enron scandal. Thus, I saw some similarities. 

However, whereas the CICA could speak with one voice about reforming audit, there 

being no recognized tax profession in Canada, I did not see any obvious single 

organization that could speak on behalf of tax practitioners, and therefore I was even 

more intrigued about how the controversy might play itself out. 

Although it was the topic of tax avoidance that I wanted to investigate initially, as 

I contemplated the subject, the focus of my research shifted. Specifically, I felt that to be 

able to adequately discuss tax professionals’ role in the matter, the nature of the “tax 

profession” had to be properly understood first. In this regard, I was again guided by my 

own experience. Having entered the tax field as a professional accountant in 2000, I went 

through what might be described as a form of culture shock. During the master’s degree 

that I completed at the time, I was struck by how differently my colleagues who had 

entered the field from the legal side approached the same subject. Over time, though, 

working side by side with such colleagues in the same department, there was a tendency 

to forget the formal professional background of whoever I might be collaborating with on 

any given file. However, the full extent of my professional metamorphosis only became 

apparent to me in 2014, when I started my doctoral studies and experienced what could 

be characterized as a form of reverse culture shock. Being back in an accounting program 

with more traditionally practicing colleagues, I was again struck by how differently I 

tended to see the same subject, with this time, my views often being much more legal in 
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nature. Hence, I felt that there was something unique about the tax field in Canada, which 

might not be fully appreciated by those less familiar with the area. 

My summer project in 2015 afforded me the opportunity to explore some of these 

intuitions, both more deeply and much more systematically. During this initial set of 

interviews, I probed into multiple themes, several of which underpin my thesis. There 

was also an element of happenstance, as at the time, the CTF was exploring the 

possibility of formally recognizing tax professionals (Chapman, 2015), and while that 

specific initiative was not something that I was able to investigate further in the way that 

I thought I might, it is partly what lead me to the case I actually examined for my third 

article. Simultaneously, in searching for an appropriate theoretical lens, I acquainted 

myself with Abbott (1988) and I was pulled to his approach to studying the professions. 

Being also a bit critical by nature, I might have been equally drawn to scholars like 

Freidson (1970, 1986), Johnson (2016), Larson (2013), Macdonald (1985) and Parkin 

(1974), who critiqued functionalists like Goode (1957, 1969), Greenwood (1957), 

Parsons (1968) and Wilensky (1964), and yet the former never fully convinced me. For 

his part, Abbott provided a much more pragmatic way of understanding professionals and 

their work, and in familiarizing myself with his other writings (e.g., 1981, 1995, 2005), I 

found his way of thinking appealing. In particular, I appreciated his suggestion to ignore 

the “paraphernalia of professionhood” (Abbott, 1991, p. 18) and to focus on the most 

basic elements of an occupation. As explained in the introduction, it is the idea of 

understanding a “particular group of people” doing a “particular form of work”, as well 

as the structures around this group of people and their work outside of their immediate 

workplace (Abbott, 1995), which provided the outline for my thesis. Respectively 
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exploring an aspect of each of these elements, I offer some closing comments on the three 

individual studies next. 

5.1.1 The community of tax practitioners in Canada 

My first study examines the “particular group of people” (Abbott, 1995) working 

within the tax field. Examining the identity of tax practitioners in Canada, I conclude that 

the community that has coalesced within the field around tax work forms a distinct 

occupation, which based on its expertise could be considered a de facto profession. 

Expanding Liu’s (2015) typology of boundary work, by adding the concepts of boundary 

erasure and boundary emergence, my study suggests how the contours of an emerging 

profession might theoretically take shape within a field (Abbott, 1995), as well as how 

collective identity (Barth, 1998; Cohen, 2001; Jenkins, 2008) can be used both to confirm 

the existence of an occupational community and to delineate its boundaries (Van Maanen 

& Barley, 1984). While theory-wise I offer a way of understanding professions that do 

not fit the ideal type (Abbott, 1995; Torstendahl, 1990) or that are in the process of 

emerging, my study also has potential practical implications. Namely, by confirming the 

existence of a distinct community within the tax field that could be more formally 

recognized, it points to a possible way to governing the work of tax practitioners. 

Specifically, if it committed itself to a more professional logic (Freidson, 2001), an 

association-based or community alternative to the market- and state-based approaches to 

regulation (Adams, 2017; Adler et al., 2008; Krause, 1996; Puxty et al., 1987; Streeck & 

Schmitter, 1985) might be more effective in addressing the societal concerns about tax 

practitioners alluded to at the outset. 
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5.1.2 A reflection on tax work and the nature of tax expertise 

My second article analyzes the “particular form of work” (Abbott, 1995) of the 

community that I identify in my first study. Mapping the different sets of tasks and 

examining the underlying expertise through Abbott’s (1988) theorization on professional 

work, I develop a framework that provides a more integrated understanding of tax work. 

While the conceptualization seeks to link the more macro (e.g., Frecknall-Hughes & 

Kirchler, 2015; Frecknall-Hughes & Moizer, 2015; Hasseldine et al., 2011) and micro 

understandings (e.g., Bonner et al., 1992; Magro & Nutter, 2012; Roberts, 1998; 

O’Donnell et al., 2005; Shields et al., 1995) of tax work, I suggest that the mapping may 

also aid research, as it not only sensitizes scholars to some of the particularities of the 

field, but also provides some departure points for future investigations. Finally, the 

framework also offers a way to better comprehend the overall nature of the tax field. Not 

only might it help explain why the legal and accounting profession have traditionally 

shared the core work in Canada (Brown, 1998) – the relevant cognitive base at the center 

of the field not being controlled by either – it might also further support the thesis of a 

distinct occupation having emerged. Whereas professions are the easiest to identify in the 

public or legal arenas, this is typically where they last assert their jurisdiction, after 

having established themselves in the workplace arena first (Abbott, 1988). As the link 

between a profession and a set of tasks is its jurisdiction (Abbott, 1988, 2005), 

understanding how a set of tasks within a workplace arena has assembled into a distinct 

domain (Leicht & Fennell, 2001), can provide a basis for understanding what may be a 

nascent profession. 
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5.1.3 Professional rifts over the formal recognition of tax specialists 

My third study relates to the question of structure within the tax field. 

Investigating the most significant attempt to date to officially recognize tax practitioners 

in Canada – the CICA’s initiative to certify tax specialists, which emerged from the 

Vision Task Force (CICA, 1996) – it helps shed light on some of the reasons why more 

formal structures have not yet fully developed within the Canadian tax field. The case 

study reveals how the profession was divided on the matter, with each identified segment 

(Bucher & Strauss, 1961) largely driven by a different logic (Friedland & Alford, 1991; 

Thornton & Ocasio, 2008). The national firms resisted the initiative, and their long 

recognized dominance of the field (Cooper & Robson, 2006; Suddaby et al., 2007) 

allowed them to ultimately scuttle it. For their part, the professional associations seem to 

have been driven by a commercial logic, whereas the smaller firms and the individual 

membership appear to have been more motivated by professional ideals, particularly the 

notion of the public interest by protecting clients through more rigorous standards 

(Adams, 2016; Jennings et al., 1987). Beyond providing another example of a failed 

professional project within accounting (e.g., Gendron & Barrett, 2004; Shafer & 

Gendron, 2005), as well as offering some further insight into what has been described as 

the “terra incognita” of small practitioners (Ramirez et al., 2015), the study also raises 

important questions about where tax expertise ultimately resides, if it is not with 

individuals (Abbott, 1988; Macdonald, 1995), and whether those working within the field 

can still be considered to be members of a profession in a traditional sense (Adams, 2017; 

Fogarty 2014). While the failure of the CICA to more formally recognize what is one of 

the oldest specialties within accounting (Carey, 1962, 1965; Englebert, 1966; McGregor, 
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1960) is noteworthy, viewed more globally and further supporting the underlying premise 

of my thesis, it might be due to tax having evolved into a separate occupation and thus 

being an area over which the accounting profession could never really assert control. 

5.2 Overall contributions and future directions 

The individual contributions of each of the studies have been discussed in the 

three respective chapters and some highlights have been offered above. What I wish to 

elaborate here is what I believe might be the broader contribution of my dissertation. 

Overall, my thesis strives to develop an alternate perspective of the tax field, an area in 

which the scholarship has often been described as fragmented (Boden et al., 2010; Erard, 

1993; Frecknall-Hughes & Kirchler, 2015; Oats, 2012). Although its multidisciplinary 

nature is widely acknowledged (Lamb et al., 2005; Livingston, 1998; McKerchar, 2008), 

the general view continues to be that tax experts are simply specialists within other fields 

(Ariens, 1994; Lamb, 2005; Stone, 1968; Weber, 1977). Effectively calling into question 

this long-held field assumption (Alvesson & Sandberg, 2011), my thesis suggests that tax 

might be better regarded as its own discipline academically, and as its own de facto 

profession, occupation-wise. Accepting this proposition could result in the more formal 

recognition of tax professionals called for by others (e.g., Black & Black, 2004), and 

potentially facilitate the governance of their work, for which many have petitioned (e.g., 

Frecknall-Hughes & Moizer, 2015; Russell & Brock, 2016; Soled & DeLaney Thomas, 

2017; Stuebs & Wilkinson, 2010). Further, making researchers more mindful of some of 

the potential limitations related to the transferability of existing knowledge from closely 

associated fields (Cuccia & Magro, 2018; Shields et al., 1995), it might also help prevent 

scholars, less familiar with the discipline, but who are drawn into it as a result of the 
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increased attention recently, from “muddying” the current understanding of tax (Oats & 

Morris, 2017). 

Specific ideas for future extensions have also been summarized in each of the 

respective chapters, so the same will not be repeated here. While parts of my research 

into the practice of tax in Canada has not made it into my dissertation, much more 

remains to be studied. Most importantly, I believe that a complete understanding of the 

present can only be achieved by knowing the past (Napier, 2006). Thus, given that I also 

recognized early in my exploration that, outside of government, tax is a relatively young 

vocation in Canada – being a largely post-war phenomenon – I had embarked on a 

project to investigate the evolution of the field. I managed to interview over 50 

practitioners, who had either started their career prior to the 1972 Tax Reform or shortly 

thereafter (Brooks, 1988; Bucovetsky & Bird, 1972), but I quickly realized that properly 

carried out to completion, the endeavor would likely result in a book instead of a study 

that could be finished within the confines of a doctoral program. Yet, to fully appreciate 

why the tax field “became what it was not and how it might become what it currently is 

not” (Hopwood, 1990, p. 16), future research should complete such an investigation into 

the past. 

5.3 Final thoughts 

As already suggested, the journey through my doctoral studies has been a very 

personal one, with my research at times being a form of “me”-search.1 Although my 

thesis has drawn mainly on fieldwork and been qualitatively driven overall (Mason, 

 

1 I thank my former supervisor, Pamela Murphy, for sharing this observation about being a scholar. 
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2006), I was able to explore a range of distinct methods, including the use of a survey. In 

this respect, I have largely adopted what may be described as a “pragmatic philosophical 

stance” (McKerchar, 2012, p. 40). Others have proclaimed the benefits of mixing 

methods (e.g., Denzin, 2009; Jick, 1979; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011), but as my 

philosophy is probably situated between the two traditional poles (Denscombe, 2008; 

Feilzer, 2010; Fraser, 2014; Modell, 2010), for me it was perhaps also a way to transcend 

the “inductive-subjective-contextual” and “deductive-objective-generalizing” divide 

(Morgan, 2007). While my second study most clearly demonstrates the desire to bridge 

understandings, I have tried to incorporate views from diverse streams of literature 

throughout my research. Having embraced a certain “eclecticism” (Saks, 2016), which 

has been less formulaic (Alvesson & Gabriel, 2013), the overall goal of my dissertation 

has been simple: namely, to advance the understanding of tax professionals and their 

work. 

As part of my thesis, I have tried to tackle some elusive concepts, some of which 

– like expertise (Bedard, 1989; Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 2005; Power, 1995) – I expect I could 

spend the rest of my academic life studying. While the degree to which I may have 

advanced the knowledge of others is for others to judge, I know that through the process 

of working towards my thesis, I have managed to advance my own knowledge. At the 

start of this academic journey, I considered myself an average intelligent person. As 

suggested by the opening quote by Abbott (2010), that means I might have known 1% of 

what there is to know about the Canadian tax profession. How far along I am in reaching 

2%, I do not know, but what I do believe to know, is that a thesis is better viewed not as 

an ending, but as just one step in a much longer voyage.  
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