Attracting talent to
the regions of Aotearoa
New Zealand
What we heard at a roundtable of CA ANZ members
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Foreword

Attracting and retaining the right talent in regional New Zealand is
a well-known challenge.
To discuss this perennial issue and crowdsource innovative
solutions, Chartered Accountants Australia New Zealand (CA
ANZ) convened a group of members based in regional locations
from Whangārei to Invercargill.
We started by covering the challenges that practices and employers
face and then group members shared approaches that had worked
for them, as well as other ideas for firms to consider.
Graduates are often lured to the major cities by the social
opportunities, as well as career prospects in large corporates and
professional services firms.
COVID-related border closures have exacerbated the problem.
The pandemic has halted overseas transfers and skilled migration,
causing a severe talent shortage in the cities, with flow-on
consequences for employers in regional areas.
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However, the pandemic has also tarnished the appeal of city living
for some employees, especially those who worked from home for
extended periods.
Some relocated to the regions after the initial lockdown of March
2020, and with the prospect of further pandemic-induced
disruption, regional areas may be more attractive to more people.
It’s easier and cheaper to purchase a home in most regional areas
and have a more comfortable family-friendly lifestyle.
To address structural issues hampering regional labour market
growth, the government provided Te Ara Mahi (Pathways to
work) funding for infrastructure projects, jobs for nature and other
regional-specific funding.
Employers must also ensure they have the right settings in place
to harness the sea change. This will go a long way to addressing
regional talent shortages.
This paper doesn’t contain all the answers, but we hope it is a
useful contribution to the conversation on an issue we know is
critically important to our regional members.

Peter Vial FCA
New Zealand Country Head

Attracting talent:
what we heard

A perennial challenge
Talent shortages are a perennial
problem for businesses located in
regional Aotearoa New Zealand.
Every business is looking for a way
to differentiate itself to attract
top talent.
Graduates
Younger graduates are often keen to
cut their teeth in a large organisation
before heading back to rural areas.
Many people eventually return to
their home region, but if they know
there are career opportunities there,
they may make the leap earlier.

The pandemic
COVID-19 has encouraged more
people to return to the regions.
“We should be in universities earlier
planting the seed of regional
opportunities.”
— Trudi Ballantyne, Stem Rural, Te Puke.

Many graduates lack a basic
understanding of industries such
as farming, forestry and resources
necessary to carry out their roles.
“Some people don’t know one end of a
cow from another. They think that milk
comes from the corner store.”
— John Schol, Malloch McClean, Invercargill.
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The opportunities:
employer initiatives
Workplace culture
• Create a culture that is fun,
social, and family-friendly.
• Establish a flexible workplace.
This could include a shorter
workday, part time work and
innovative ways of working.
Career roadmap
• Develop a career roadmap for
employees to encourage them to
feel they have a future with your
firm or organisation.
“Start from the bottom up. From the
first day they walk into the office, they
know the expectations of what they’ll

do as a graduate, what they’ll do as a
manager and potentially what they’ll
do as an owner/partner.”
— Cameron Town, Silks Audit, Whanganui.

Partnerships
• Build strong partnerships
with schools, polytechnics and
universities so that students
consider the opportunities
available in regional areas once
they graduate.
“We’re not doing our job if we’re not
filling the pipeline and just pulling
people out the other end. We need to
be encouraging and supporting young
people to go into accounting.”
— Mike Drummond,
Tasman District Council in Nelson.

Best practice and new ideas

Our members shared their own experiences of best
practice and suggested other initiatives to attract
talent to regional areas:

Flexibility
Work practices are one of the big drawcards to
attract people to regional areas.

The six-hour day

Culture

“The clients have adapted really
well. There’s been very little
pushback. We told them we were
doing it to attract better talent and
improve our employees’ work/life
balance, and they understood.”

A family-friendly, relaxed and social workplace is
the way to develop a unique culture and promote
it as your point of difference in a competitive
talent market.

The firm that introduced the truncated working
day was very mindful of keeping up the culture
of the organisation and getting people to
connect socially. Once a fortnight, it holds noncompulsory social events after 3pm such as a firm
walk, a table tennis tournament or a dinner.

— Trudi Ballantye, Stem Rural, Te Puke

COVID-19 and automation have changed
the way we work, making flexible hours
and working from home at least a few days
a week standard and even expected in most
organisations.
One firm introduced a truncated working
week, which it describes as a “game changer”.
Its 30-hour week means employees work a
six-hour day but still get paid for 7.5 hours. All
employees finish at 3pm when the phones go
immediately to answerphone. Only the three
partners attend to clients after hours if needed.
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The shorter day means employees have learned
how to work more efficiently, in focused time
blocks, but they are also now able to pick up
children from school and daycare, care for
elderly relatives and spend more time on their
own hobbies and interests.
These new hours have been in place for over
two years. It has improved the firm’s bottom
line and increased productivity. As a result, the
firm now has a waiting list for new employees
- a problem it is happy to have.

Community
Another firm encouraged and supported all their
employees to be part of the local community:
to volunteer their time to sit on boards and
committees of local clubs and organisations, and
to participate in sporting and cultural events.
Others held staff retreats.
Introducing a new culture with elements such as
automation and shorter working hours is likely
to attract potential employees. Many existing
employees will welcome such changes, although
some will find it confronting and will need extra
support.

“It’s important to bring people on the
journey with you, to get the mindset
shift that allows you to become a firm
of the future”
— John Schol, Malloch McClean, Invercargill.

Participants emphasised the importance of
cultural awareness and ensured they trained all
their employees in cultural competency, so they
were sensitive to different cultures and aware of
unconscious biases.
To attract new employees and celebrate existing
ones, others made videos and publicised their
culture on social media and built up a presence.

Best practice and new ideas
(continued)

Partnerships with Education
Institutions
Partnering with educational institutions
such as high schools, polytechnics and
universities is vital to building a pipeline of
talent for the future. It also influences what
trainee accountants learn so that they are
more valuable and relevant in the workplace.

Career Roadmap
To help ensure your new recruits and
existing employees stay with you, it’s
essential to work with them to create career
roadmaps so that they feel they are adding
value to your firm and see a trajectory for
their career, participants said.
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Rural knowledge

Sustainability, data analytics

The syllabus for tertiary education and/
or the Chartered Accounting qualification
could be expanded to include electives on
farming, forestry and natural resources,
participants suggested. This would mean
accountants would qualify possessing more
focused and relevant skills for working in
the regions.

Another participant said that they needed
accountants who had knowledge of data analytics
and emerging technologies. They also require
accountants who understand environmental, social
and governance issues. Clients increasingly expected
this. They noted that the new CA Program offers
elective modules focused on both sustainability for
accountants and data analytics. These provide great
opportunities for upskilling employees.

Knowing how to do particular tasks, such
as farm accounting or forestry calculations,
would be particularly helpful. Also, having
enough basic knowledge about the farm
cycle would equip them with the right
questions to ask clients.

Some participants also said that their most successful
recruits were people who had worked at their firms
while studying at universities and polytechnics. This
gave them on-the-job training, so they could apply in
the workplace what they learned in the classroom.
The firms often paid for a percentage of the
university or polytechnic study for these employees.

Best practice and new ideas
(continued)

Reviews

Digital transformation

One firm conducts monthly progress reviews with a partner spending 15
minutes with each employee. They also conduct six-monthly remuneration
reviews. The employers get to better understand their employees’ career
aspirations and assist them map pathways to reach their goals. This ensures
employees understand that their work is valuable.

For new graduates, it’s important the firm has
embraced automation for the bulk of routine
processing work. This frees up all employees
including the new recruits to undertake more
interesting advisory work, engaging their
interest sooner and giving them purposeful
work too.

“Make that link that what you do contributes to your
organisation, to the clients and to the community.”
— Mike Drummond, Tasman District Council, Nelson.

By doing this, participants said that, instead of looking outside your
organisation for new hires for roles, you can cultivate people from within
your organisation and skill them up to progress through the ranks. Also
encourage people to specialise early and support them if they need to do
more professional development to achieve that.
Pairing new employees with a buddy who is a more senior accountant also
helps them understand their career path.
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Older employees
Be open-minded and consider taking on
older accountants who may have had previous
careers in industries such as transport or
farming and bring a wealth of knowledge and
experience to accountancy.
Having an older person working a few days a
week can help with the workload and adds to
workplace diversity.

Where to from here?
Further actions regional firms could take to attract talent:

Highlight the benefits
• Leverage social: produce short videos that
sell the positive aspects of your firm or business
such as flexibility, family-friendly policies that
favour work life balance and career progression.
Post these on your website and share on social
media to further your reach.
• My CA: post vacancies on MyCA. It’s free and
used by many of CA ANZ’s 130,000+ members.
• Refer: consider starting a referral programme
where current employees are financially
rewarded for referring suitable candidates.
• Relocation allowance: consider offering
a bonded relocation allowance to remove the
financial disincentive of moving cities.

Make connections
• Join together: connect with other firms,
local high schools, tertiary institutions and
universities. Leverage these relationships to
plant the seed of regional businesses and the
opportunities they hold for employees. If you are
unsure where to start, reach out to the CA ANZ
careers engagement team.
• Community: improve your firm’s connections
in the community by sponsoring local events or
joining boards and other organisations such as the
chamber of commerce.
• Think outside the box: trawl in wider waters
for older employees who may wish to work part
time or for those who have made a career switch
to accounting later in life.
• Stay connected: keep in touch with your
alumni after they leave your organisation to
work elsewhere in New Zealand or overseas.
Maintaining these relationships will help alumni
remain connected to your organisation. This
makes it more likely they will return to the
region and to your organisation when the time is
right for them.
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Start young

Working environment

• Traineeships: set up traineeships for school
leavers interested in a career in accounting
and business. Offer them supported study
opportunities online or at the local university
or polytechnic and a pathway to completing the
CA program.

• Truncated work week: reconsider your
working week and introducing shorter days
and more flexible work practices. This benefits
parents and employees who wish to pursue
passions outside work such as ultra-running,
music, horse riding or writing books.

• Make a plan: map out a career roadmap for
all of your employees and help them access the
training and experience to reach their career goals

• Technology: modern technology is no longer a
‘nice to have’, it’s a necessary investment to attract
and retain top talent. Revamp your technology
to make sure all data is in the cloud and can
easily support working from home while staying
connected as a team.

• Paid internships: establish a paid internship
program with your local university or tertiary
institution. If you are short on time and
resources, CA ANZ can help connect you with
tertiary accounting students via the Achiever
programme. Internships are a good way to secure
top graduate talent.
• Graduate opportunities: consider leveraging
your relationship with universities and other
tertiary education providers to establish a
graduate program. Form a graduate network
with other organisations in your region to ensure
graduates have access to social opportunities with
likeminded individuals.

• Modern office environment: invest in
modernising your office space. Make working
spaces flexible and coming to work a pleasure.

This paper will be used as a basis
to convene further roundtables and
increase collaboration between local
organisations to develop region-specific
solutions.
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CA ANZ

Disclaimer

This information in this document is of a general nature only and is not, and is not intended to be advice. Before making any decision
or taking any action, you should consult with appropriate accounting, tax, legal or other advisors. No warranty is given as to the
correctness of the information contained in this publication, or of its suitability for use by you. To the fullest extent permitted by
law, Chartered Accountants Australia and New Zealand (CA ANZ) its subsidiaries, affiliates and controlled entities, including the
New Zealand Institute of Chartered Accountants (together the CA ANZ Group) are not liable for any statement of opinion, or for any
error or omission contained in this publication and disclaims all warranties with regard to the information contained in it, including,
without limitation, all implied warranties of merchantability and fitness for a particular purpose. The CA ANZ Group is not liable
for any direct, indirect, special or consequential losses or damages of any kind, or loss of profit, loss or corruption of data, business
interruption or indirect costs, arising out of or in connection with the use of this publication or the information contained in it,
whether such loss or damage arises in contract, negligence, tort, under statute, or otherwise. Where this document contains hyperlinks
to websites operated by third parties these linked websites are not under the control of CA ANZ Group and the CA ANZ Group is not
responsible for the contents of any linked website.
© 2022 Chartered Accountants Australia and New Zealand ABN 50 084 642 571
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