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Abstract 

In order to be more competitive,New Zealand's labour force must be more skilled and educated. Having a qualification 
is seen as a key to getting into the labour market, into employment and into work. Obtaining information and data on 
what qualifications New Zealanders have and need is relatively easy. But little is known about the distribution of 
individuals in relation to their qualifications. There have been many claims made that "New Zealand has too many 
accountants and lawyers in key positions and not enough scientists and engineers" . Earlier studies have suggested there 
is an over-emphasis on accountancy and law as business qualifications. What is not clear is the extent to which other 
fields of study are represented amongst New Zealand's key decision makers. This paper is based on a comprehensive 
survey of the qualifications and experience of New Zealand's key decision makers, that is, individuals likely to affect 
significant decisions made in the private and public sectors within New Zealand. lt aims to provide a clearer picture 
of the extent to which business versus technology related and other qualifications and experience exist amongst senior 
personnel. 

Many changes have been made in the school, university 
and polytechnic environments to encomage students to 
stay at school longer and for people to obtain or upgrade 
their qualifications. In theory, having a qualification 
should improve an individuals personal career choice as 
well as raising the overall qualification level in New 
Zealand. It is now possible to obtain a qualification at 
home, after work or dwing work hours. on a part-time 
basis or a fulltime basis. Qualifications can also be 
obtained over different time ranges, for example, 6 months 
or 10 years. The options have started to become limitless. 
But with all these options, how do we know what the best 
qualificatio~ to get is? 

An accountant may suggest an accounting degree to learn 
how to handle money. Medicine could be for individual' s 
interested in money and status. We often see articles which 
indicate that, there are' too many accountants and lawyers' 
and not enough scientists and engineers in New Zealand's 
key positions. 

Too many New Zealand finns have managements popu
lated by accountants who are good cost controllers but 
lack the forward-looking orientation necessary to the 
innovation process. This is in stark contrast with the 
technical backgrowl<ls of the management of most Ger
man and Japanese firms ... 

New Zealand tends not to be successful in industries 
such as consumer goods, finance or technical products. 
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that require skills in marketing, finance or management 
of new technologies. Experienced people with sophis
ticated marketing, financial and managerial skiJJs, in 
fact, are in short supply throughout the New Zealand 
economy.l 

Statements such as these highlight claims made in New 
Zealand and overseas. It has been said that by having more 
scientists, engineers and technologists at the ' top', there 
would be a more diverse range of qualifications and 
experiences in the positions. With respect to science and 
technology it is assumed this would lead to a greater 
acceptance of the opportunities arising from technological 
change. Especially since technological understanding and 
literacy have been recognised as areas where New Zealand 
needs to upgrade in with respect to gaining competitive 
advantages. Further, it is New Zealand' s lack of techno
logical awareness which has been blamed for the eco
nomic slide dwing the past 30 years. 2 

The results in this paper are from a recently published 
report 3which attempts to establish the distribution of 
qualification and experience areas for Key decision mak
ers in New Zealand (only qualification results have been 
presented in this paper), highlight some studies which 
have been conducted overseas and raise other issues relat
ing to qualifications and experience. It does not explore 
consequential questions such as factors leading to the 
distribution, nor the relationship between qualifications 
and company performance. 
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Table 1. Accountants, engineers and lawyers per 10,000 working population. Selected countries 

Accountants Engineers Lawyers 

Australia 1991 112 Sweden 1990 315 USA 1990 63 
New Zealand 1991 97 Japan 1990 228 New Zealand 1991 39 
Canada 1990 71 France 1991 184 Australia 1991 35 
United Kingdom 1990 54 West Germany 1989 180 Canada 1990 33 
West Germany 1989 54 USA 1988 153 United Kingdom '90 32 
USA 1989 32 United Kindom 1990 114 Sweden 1985 24 
Sweden 1985 25 Canada 1990 107 West Germany 1990 21 
France 1991 10.7 Australia 1990 106 France 1991 2.3 
Japan 1990 1.9 New Zealand 1991 50 Japan 1990 1.6 
South Korea 1990 1.4 South Korea 1990 1.3 

Source: New Zealand - Membership of the New Zealand Society of Accountants, Institution of Professional Engineers of New 
Zealand, New Zealand Law Society. Other sources see Sagoo 1994 

Accountants and lawyers versus engineers largely the province of engineers and suggests perhaps 
and scientists there is not much scientific research for engineers to apply 

Although it is commonly accepted that overall degree 
trends assist in detennining the number of individuals 
available for employmen~ overall, it is difficult to use the 
distribution of degree types to explain the distribution of 
key decision makers with a qualification. There are many 
factors which can influence the number of graduates that 
will gain employment in their chosen fields and go on to 
become key decision makers. 

According to Coates research on the number of account
ants, engineers and lawyers per 10,000 people in the 
working population in New Zealand. 4 Overall, New 
Zealand has the second highest number of accountants and 
lawyers for the ten countries data is available for and the 
lowest number of engineers. In New Zealand we have only 
50 engineers per 10,000 workers while countries like 
Japan have 228 per 10,000 workers, see table 1. 

Coates suggests the low number of engineers is based on 
the low number of scientists and engineers on the board of 
directors of major New Zealand companies, which aJso 
contributes to a lack of incentives for young people to 
select science or engineering as a career. He also suggests 
that the application of the work for research scientists is 

for which accounts for their lack of numbers. Coates 
results carelate well with those presented in Hooley and 
Franko' s report. 5 Hooley and Franko found New Zealand 
cmrently boasts around 11,000 qualified accountants in 
the workforce compared to a total number estimated for 
Japan and West Germany combined of only 9,800 (see 
table 2). Only in the UK does the high proportion of 
accountants in industry approach the levels of New Zea
land. 

According to the Bulletin of Agricultural Science on the 
need for more scientifically and technologically educated 
workforce, New Zealand has only 4,020 technologically 
qualified people in the workforce, this equates to 32 
researchers/10,000 people in the worldorce.6 Compare 
this to the OECD average of 4 7/10000. Graduation statis
tics show that while there has been an increase in the total 
number of students graduating in all subjects, students in 
science and technology have decreased as a proportion of 
the total number of students obtaining first degrees. From 
1978 to 1991 an extra 5, 192 students graduated However, 
only 12% graduated in science and technology while 53% 
graduated in law and commerce. Further, there were 22% 
fewer children studying sixth form science to the late 

Table 2. Qualified accountants per bead of population 

Country 

New Zealand 
United Kingdom 
USA 
France 
West Germany 
Japan 

Estimated Number of 
Qualified Accountants 

11,000 
120,000 
300,000 
20,000 
3,800 
6,000 

Accountants Per 1000 
Population 

3.33 
2.1 
1.25 
0.36 
0.06 
0.05 

Sozuce: Hooley and Franko (1990, p10). Figures for NZ Accountants came from Handy, Gordon, Gow and 
Randlesome (1988). Exact definitions may vary from country to country. 
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Table 3. New Zealand's key decision makers 

Sample Group 

Parliamentarians 1 

Public Sectm-2 
Local Government 

Top 200 Companies3 

Other 200 Companies 

1 Defined in 'Who's Who in the New Zealand Parliament', 1994. 

Individual Type 

All 
CEOs and Senior Executives 
CEOs, Senior Executives/Managers, Mayors and 
Councillors 
CEOs, Senior Executives/Managers, Chairpersons 
and Directors 
CEOs, Senior Executives/Managers, Chairpersons 
and Directors 

2 Defined in Strata-MMR, • A survey of New Zealand Public Service Senior Management, 1991. 
3 As listed by Management Magazine, December 1992. 

1980s than a decade earlier.? 

To date, no study has been conducted to quantify the actual 
distribution of the qualifications and experience of New 
Zealand's key decision makers. 

Purpose of the paper 

This study sets out to achieve two elementary goals. The 
first is to give a brief overview of the claims made and 
related research undertaken in New Zealand and overseas 
with regards to the qualifications and experience of New 
Zealand's key decision makers. 

The second is to present the results and a brief analysis of 
a survey conducted at the Ministry of Research, Science 
and Technology on the qualifications and experience of 
New Zealand's Key decision makers. 

This paper does not examine whether there are too many 

or too few accountants, lawyers, scientists or engineers in 
key positions in New Zealan~ it merely gives an account 
of the distribution of the qualification areas individuals in 
key positions in New Zealand have. 

Methodology 

The sample population had to represent people in key 
decision making positions throughoutNew Zealand's pub
lic and private sectors. The data also had to be comparable 
with other international data The study comprised of a 
literature review, a survey questionnaire and an analysis of 
previously published infonnation where New Zealand's 
key decision makers are defined in the table 3. 

Data for the key decision makers in local government were 
obtained from a questionnaire distributed to the 'Top 200' 
companies and the 'Other 200' companies. The 400 
companies provide a reasonably complete coverage of key 
decision makers in the main commercial sector of New 
Zealand. For Parliamentarians and the Public Sector 

Table 4. Survey qualification and experience categories 

University Degree/Equivalent Polytechnic Qualification 
Accounting, Business Administration, Economics, Law, Arts, Engineering, Science, Agricultural Science, 
Computer Science, Social Science, No Degree or equivalent and Other(s). 

Other Post-Secondary Qualifications 
Business Studies, Engineering, Science, Computer Science, No Post Secondary Qualification and Other(s). 

Significant Occupational Experience] 
Accountancy, Own Company/Business, Human Resources, Marketing, Law Practice, Consulting, Teach
ing, Manufacturing, Farming, Engineering, Science and Technology, Infonnation Technology, Medicine, 
PublicAdministration, Politics, Local Government and Other(s). 

Note : Because derived information was used for the Public Sector, experience was only divided into 
previous private sector employment and state sector employment 

1 Significant Occupational Experience is defmed as an area where an individual has been employed 
professionally, or in a supervisory position or otherwise deployed a high level of knowledge or 
skills. 

Labour, Employment and Work in New Zealand 1994 113 



information was readily available elsewhere. 

The infonnation gathered in the smvey was divided into 
three general groupings: university degree/equivalent quali
fication, other post-secondary qualification and signifi
cant occupational experience. These are categorised as in 
the table 4. 

Results 

A total of 3,091 key decision making positions were 
selected. Of these 2, 772 were surveyed. Qualification and 
experience information for New Zealand Parliamentarians 
and the Public Service Sector was derived from existing 
material. For the surveyed groups, an overall total re
sponse rate of 55% was obtaine<L this can be broken down 
as follows: top 200 companies47%, other 200 companies 
46%, local Government 71%. 

Comparison of Findings 

The following results are only for the university qualifica
tions of the key decision makers. Just over 55% of all key 
decision makers have some form of university or equiva
lent qualification. Of those with university qualifications, 
accounting was by far the most popular followed by 
science and engineering. Figure 1 shows how for every 
key decision maker with a law qualification we have four 
who are qualified in accounting. 

Figure 2 shows how accounting as a qualification domi
nates overall for the 400 companies surveyed. But it is also 
interesting to note there are more engineering and science 
graduates in the management teams of companies than on 
the boards. Also there are two times as many engineers in 
management than on the boards of the 400 companies. 

Comparing the results for local govenunent, there is a 
significant difference in the qualifications. Overall, key 
decision maker's in local government are a less likely 
group to have qualifications. This is especially true for the 
elected members of councils. Figure 3 shows that over 
50% of Mayors and Councillors had no qualification. Of 
those with qualifications no subject area really dominates. 
However, in the management teams of local government, 
engineering was found to be more popular than account
ing. The local government sector is the only sector to have 
more engineers in management than accountants. 

Figure 4 compares the overall qualifications for the com
panies and local government Although there are more 
engineering key decision makers in local government, 
there is still quite a similar number qualified in accounting 
in the 400 companies. Overall, there is a large difference 
between the number of accountants in the New Zealand 
companies compared with local government 

Figure 5 compares the management teams of the compa
nies and local government Here, the difference between 
the proportion of accountants and engineers is a lot more 
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Figure 4. Qualifications - companies vs 
local government 
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Figme 6 compares infonnation for the public and private 
sectors. Whereas in the private sector accounting domi
nates. in the public sector. key decision makers are more 
likely to have an arts qualification followed by science or 
technical university quaJification(s). It is also interesting 
to note that more private sector key decision makers will 
not have a university a equivalent qualification. 

Finally. figme 7 compares the university qualifications of 
New Zealand Parliamentarians and key decision makers in 
the public sector. Overall, of those Parliamentarians with 
qualifications. arts and law are the most common. While 
arts dominates in the public sector, science, accounting 
and business administration are also well represented. 

~ Other New Zealand research 
University qualitic:::ations 

Figure 5. Management - companies vs 
local government 
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In New Zealand only one MBA study relating to the 'Top 
200' Companies Chairpersons and Directors was found. 
Some comparison with these and other New Zealand 
results were made. This survey was conducted by Dr 
GordonLeary(1991) butonlyrepresented34%ofthe 'Top 
200' companies. Leary came up with the following 
recommendation: New Zealand companies should exam
ine the composition of the boards and the processes used 
to appoint their Directors. There is room to improve the 
range, experience and qualifications on many boards. 
Manufacturing companies, primarily those involved in 
primary products, need more marketing and technological 
representation at board level. The Chairpersons identified 
these needs but, I believe they have been understated. 
Additional experience in marketing and technology can be 
brought to the board by replacing non-specialists or one of 
the tw<rthree accountants normally present on a board 
(Leary, G., 1991, pxiii). 

Overall, there was a high degree of correlation between the 
qualification and experience areas for Leary's results and 
those in this survey. In a later article Leary relates his 
results to the career paths of directors. He states that 

The dearth of scientist and engineers on boards, can be 
attributed to the relative shortage of scientists and engi
neers who have turned from a strictly technical career to 
have a direct involvement in the management of com
pany affairs. Accountants on the other hand, more 
readily follow a career that leads directly into the man
agement of a business; they probably also have tradition
ally spent more time mixing with company directors 
(Leary, 1992, Boardroom. Sept 1992. p5) 

The report by Hooley and Franko also made data available 
to compare people in all general managerial positions in 
New Zealand. They found accountancy and related sub
jects were the single biggest occupational direction of 
recent graduates and the majority of students entering 
managerial positions came from courses in commerce. Of 
the managers listed by subject source there is one science 
graduate for every ten commerce graduates (see table 5). 
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Figure 7. Qualifications -
parliamentarians vs public sector 
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Figure 8. Chief Executive Officers - New 
Zealand vs United States 
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Table 4. Graduates entering into industrial 
and general management trainee positions 

Subject Areas Number of Graduates 

Commerce 217 
Arts 46 
Science 21 
Agriculture and Forestry 12 

Another recently released report by Page and Wilson 
analyses the existing managerial competencies as per
ceived by 1,650 New Zealand managers, academics and 
MBA students the results explain a particular style and 
quality of management in New Zealand 8 The report 
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found that, technology and innovation were not recognised 
as important elements of managerial competencies in New 
Zealand business enterprises. however, the authors were 
concerned this pattern did not augur well for New Zealand 
companies needing to be competitive in a global trading 
environment. 

Overseas findings 

When comparing the New Zealand data with overseas 
information it is important to note, the number of degrees 
differed from country to country due to differences in 
cultural and educational systems. Social factors such as 
the industrial structure and number of students can also 
affect the number of graduates. Therefore, it is difficult to 
compare the data at face value and only limited interna
tional data was used. 

In the United States of America an analysis of the qualifi
cations of 'The Corporate Elite' , reflects the high number 
of managers with MBAs found in the USA.9 Infonnation 
on the College Education, Graduate Study and Career Path 
for each Chief Executive Officer (CEO) was available and 
this was compared to the results for Chief Executive 
Officers of the 'Top 200' New Zealand companies. 

Figure 8 shows how New Zealand CEOs are more likely to 
have an acrounting/ business qualification than CEOs in 
America. New Zealand CEOs are also less qualified in law 
and more qualified in science/engineering. This difference 
could be attributed to the large number of New Zealand 
CEOs with no qualifications. Fmther, in the USA having 
more than one degree in different qualification areas is 
more common. Forty percent of American CEOs were 
found to have engineering deg~ees and twenty five percent 
went on to do MBAs. 

Research conducted by Scherer and Huhanalysing data 
spanning 17 years on R&D expenditure and the University 
educational background of top managers for 221 relatively 
research-intensive US corporations, found an educational 
background in science or engineering for top executives, 
perhaps complimented by legal and business skills 'fo 
peared more conducive to intensive R&D spending. 0 
This also relates to research on the shift in the functional 
backgrounds of newly appointed presidents of the largest 
100 US corporations by Haynes and Abernathy .11 Work 
by Roberts and Samoff also found that one of the keys to 
linking science and technology to the overall corporate 
strategy was (in 60% of cases) that, the Chief Executives 
involvement was considered very important.12 Other 
research conducted by Heilmeier found, amongst the most 
successful companies in Japan, Europe and the United 
States, the proportion of technically trained Chief Execu
tive Officers is higher than those in the US businesses 
overall.l3 

Japan focused tremendous resources on education to pro
vide the highly educated and trained work-force required 
for economic growth and success. According to Gow. 
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Japan's amazing postwar recovery, hez emergence as an 
economic super power and her effms to achieve maj<X' 
status as a leading technological and scientific nation all 
occurred after the war.l4 Japan placed emphasis on being 
a value-addetL export~rientedeconomy and concentrated 
on licensing technologies rather than financing major 
basic research and development p:ograms. 

Heilmeier research also found the Japanese Ministry of 
Internal Trade and Industry (MlTI) had in 1990 surveyed 
nearly 500 companies and found 39% of company presi
dents had expetience with technology and/or production 
backgrounds; 36% of company president had experience 
with technology and/or production; and 90% of Japanese 
Chief Technology Officers hold positions on boards of 
directors <X' equivalent in managing boards. This was 
compared to European and US firms. In short, in spite of 
their heavy dependence on technology US companies 
were found to be reloctant to give technology a seat on the 
inner circle in the US whereas in Japan and Europe 
stronger links exist between technology strategy and over
all corporate strategies. 

In the United Kingdom an article by Kenward called for 
companies to drag scientists to the boardroom, he makes 
this claim, however, he also stated that 

'I can find no useful academic study of the cmmtry' s top 
100, let alone 500 companies detailing the constitution 
of their boards.' 15 

However, recent research condocted on a sample of engi
neering related companies by Bosworth found companies 
run by people with scientific or technological qualifica
tions do better than those run by accountants and finan
ciers.16 His findings were based on the concern over the 
quality of British management and the lack of graduates 
and individuals with professional science and engineering 
qua1ifications in senior managerial roles. 

In Australia, similar trends overall were found for the 
qualifications of key decision makers on the boards of the 
most populous companies in relation to the qualifications 
found for people in the community with comparable quali
fications. 1be study was conducted by Stephen Coates 
who found accountants stand out easily as the most popular 
on the boards.17 Law came in second followed closely by 
commerce/economics/business administration. The most 
pocxly represented qualification areas were holders of 
science degrees (28 out of 1 0,900) and engineers were only 
slightly under-represented (47 out of 6,300). Of the 411 
directors, there are only four in the scientific or technologi
cal area. From his findings he concludes that' People with 
science degrees are not unwanted, it is just that accountants 
and lawyers are wanted more' . 

Overall findings 

From the intet pretations to date, generally it was found that 
for the qualifications and experience of New Zealand's 
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key decision makers, different qna1ification areas domi
natM in the different sectas. Similar trends were o):}. 
served for significant occupational experience (see table 
6). 

Table 5. Qualifications of key decision 
makers 

Key Decision Maker 

Parliarnenlaria 
Pub& Secta 
Local Govenunent 
T~200Com~ 
Other 200 CoolJmies 

DomiDantQnaliificatioo Area 

Arts and Law 
Arts, then Science/fech 
Engineezing, then Acrounting 
Accounting, then Engineezing 
Accounting, then Engineezing 

• tbenl4i1 • • ACOOimtillg,,•neemg 

However, it is important to note these key decision makers 
probably obtained their qualifications 20-30 years ago and 
the date, country of origin for qualifications or experience 
was not surveyed. Further the types of options for study 
and career advancement have changed over this period. 

The results also showed that the number of key decision 
makers with computer science qualifications is very low. 
This is not surprising since computer science and informa
tion technology qualifications and experience have only 
recently become available and recognised. Key decision 
makers will find they have to rely more and more on 
technology as a tool to facilitate their survival and com
petitive advantage. In the future, it is likely that computer 
science and technical qualifications will be represented 
more in key decision making positions. So, if this survey 
is used as a benchmarlc, it will be interesting to see which 
qualification and experience areas dominate 5 or 10 years 
in the future. 

Therefore, overall for New Zealand's key decision mak
er's qualifications, accounting dominates followed by 
engineering. And from the New Zealand findings to date 
we can state that over 40 %of New Zealand's key decision 
makers do not have a post-secondary qualification. Of 
those with qualifications most are connected with busi
ness through business backgrounds and accounting (rather 
than law) is the most likely qualification. There are 
relatively few scientists in key decision making positions 
(and this appears to be of concern for individuals in science 
and technology related fields). Finally. the international 
data suggests there is a direct link with the backgrounds of 
key decision makers and their competency in decision 
making with respect to issues such as technology and 
gaining competitive advantages through technological 
innovation. 

Conclusion 

If it is accepted that after finance, marketing and technical 
development are the most important factors contributing 
to international competitive advantage then, in the future 
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New Zealand's key decision makers do not appear to be 
well qualified. However, more research and analysis is 
required in order to draw more general conclusions. 

Such infonnation has not been compiled in New Zealand 
before (and for such a large sample population). As such 
it can serve as a benctunark for other and future surveys 
and serve as a factual basis for discussion. 

Future research 

Though no specific results have been derived from the 
research to date, further questions and opportunities foc 
research arise. Examples include: 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

Is it because of the mix of business sectors in the 
economy that we have the mix of qua1ifications and 
experience teptesented here? 

Have opportunities for promotion or movement only 
been open to key decision makers with the qua1ifica
tions and experience represented here? 

What effect does this mix of qualifications and expe
rience have on competitive business activity? 

Is there a relationship between company profits and 
tmnover with the qualification and experience of the 
key decision makers? 

What other factors dominate in assisting an individual 
to become one of the key decision makers defined in 
these results? 
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