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Introduction 
 

Often on-campus recruiting and career presentations by professionals emphasizes the 

big five CPA firms and large corporations.  Many accounting professors believe that placing 

graduates in these high profile positions enhances the perceived quality of an accounting 

program.  Consequently, students are often unaware of the variety of job opportunities 

available to them.  The skills, abilities, and more importantly interests of many accounting 

students may not match the job profile of these larger organizations.  

 Numerous other opportunities exist in today’s market that can provide both monetary 

and personal rewards.  State and local entities are often overlooked sources of attractive 

careers in accounting.  The needs for accounting services in the governmental sector are very 

similar to these of the for profit sector.  Examples of the common occupations are financial 

accountants, budget analysts, accounting information systems analysts, treasures, controllers, 

internal auditors, and financial managers.  There are also some unique positions in state and 

local governments; these include tax auditors, taxpayer service representatives, and forensic 

accountants.      

The following discussion looks at several areas relating to accounting careers, with 

the goal of presenting the differences between the government and for profit sectors.  The last 

section list resources available on the Internet where you can go to find information on 

government jobs and the types of careers available in the government sector.  

 

Government Sector Job Outlook 

Job growth and competitive starting salaries are just two of the many advantages to 

accepting a position in the state and local government area.  The Bureau of Labor Statistics 
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predicts that demand in the governmental sector will grow 10-20% over the next decade.  

The Fall 2000 Salary Survey, published by the National Association of College and 

Employers, indicates that 1999-2000 accounting graduates accepting position in the state and 

local government sector had an average starting salary of $30,682.  Although behind the 

salaries of graduates going to work in public accounting ($37,264) and private industry 

($34,151), new hire salaries in state and local governments compare favorably with those in 

banking ($30,518) and the federal government ($30,628).    

Characteristics of Government Entity 
 

Several characteristics of a government entity differentiate it from a for profit (FP) 

entity.  These characteristics include the government entities primary operating objective, the 

nature of the revenue stream, the use of the budget, and the legal and political dimensions 

associated with its operations.   

The primary operating objective of a government entity is to provide services to their 

constituents.  Services range from basic functions such as trash collection and road 

construction and maintenance, to complex services such as police protection, water treatment 

and disaster recovery.  The FP entity’s objective is to increase shareholder’s wealth, and a 

key component of that objective is maintaining profitable operations.  

The revenue stream in the government entity is typically more predictable and fixed 

than in the FP entity.  The government entity generates revenue from a relatively stable tax 

base, and operating funds from appropriations and programs.  The FP entity generates 

revenue from the goods manufactured or services provided to customers and clients.  In 

general, the FP entity faces more uncertainty in predicting revenue compared to the 

government entity. 
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A government entity uses the budget as a way to manage the process of providing 

services.  In a FP entity the budget is the plan for making a profit in the current operating 

period, and a means of measuring the entity’s progress toward the current profit goal.  It is 

usually easier to change the budget in a FP entity than in a government entity.  One reason is 

that the government entity has a higher degree of confidence in estimating anticipated 

revenue than the FP entity.  The government entity can budget revenues fairly close to the 

actual amount received.  The high correlation between actual and budgeted revenues provide 

for a more accurate expenditure budget that matches revenue.  This close relationship 

between actual and budgeted revenue and expenditures requires fewer adjustments unless 

there are substantial changes to budgeted revenues.  Another reason is the budget process 

itself.  Often the budget process includes the use of a budget committee, budget hearings, and 

comment periods on the proposed budget prior to its final approval by the oversight body.  

The consensus building process used in creating the budget makes material changes to it 

difficult unless there are significant changes to the underlying budget assumptions.  

Other unique characteristics of government operations are its political and legal 

aspects of government operations.  The government entity works in a political environment 

on a daily basis.  Government is a creation of the law.  Laws and regulations govern its daily 

operations.  While the FP entity deals with laws and the political environment as well, the 

circumstances surrounding these interactions usually relate to specific business areas rather 

to every aspect of the entity’s operations.             

How the Characteristics Affect Job Performance 

  The above characteristics influence the environment in which government entities 

make decisions.  The government entity conducts much of its business in public.  Working 
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under public scrutiny affects the decision making process.  Having the public present during 

discussions over issues adds a political element to the process, as well as acting as an 

incentive to make sure, at least in most circumstances, that when an employee of the 

government entity makes a presentation the content is correct and well thought out.  

Often decisions take longer to make in a government entity.  The number of ultimate 

decision makers in the government entity is greater than in the FP entity.  Often the decisions 

affect long-term projects that are very difficult to reverse once begun, (for example building 

roads, bridges, schools).  Building consensus is a key element in the decision process, which 

takes time.       

The accountant in a government entity can be involved in all phases of the decision 

process, or only in certain phases.  The level of involvement usually depends how the 

government entity is structured.  The accountant is normally responsible for developing 

financial information and projections necessary for the decision process.  In addition, the 

accountant may be involved in the process of building consensus among constituents.  Often 

members of the accounting staff are part of the team making presentations to the public, 

explaining the project, and answering questions.  An individual gains invaluable 

communication experience in these situations.  Because there is no way of anticipating every 

question, one is put into a position to think on the spot, which when successful, can be very 

fulfilling.   

Government exists for the benefit of its constituents.  As such, many decisions made 

have long-term effects on the lives of many people, and create physical objects that will 

benefit society for a long time.  Being part of the process that creates infrastructure, which 

can benefit, society now and in the future, can be exciting and rewarding.   
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Similarities and Contrasts in working for Government and Private Entities 

 Regardless of the type of organization in which an accountant works, there are 

common performance characteristics that transcend the specific job the accountant performs.  

Among these is the requirement that the individual have a strong background in accounting.  

Normally students graduating with a degree in accounting have the basic framework of 

accounting knowledge on which they can build.  Equally important is the ability to work with 

others, which includes treating people fairly and with respect.  Often your actions, even when 

not at work, reflect on the organization as a whole, which is particularly true when working 

for a government entity.  Other common characteristics include honest and ethical behavior, 

willingness to grow professionally, and becoming a life long learner.  Becoming a life long 

learner is particularly important, given the changes currently taking place in the accounting 

profession, as well as the new reporting requirements promulgated by the Government 

Accounting Standards Board’s Statement Number 34.  

There are also some contrasts between the two types of organizations.  In the 

government entity, you’ll find that the workflow may be more predictable.  Also, major 

decisions tend to take a little longer to make in the government entity due to the larger 

number of people involved in making a decision. Government entity’s revenue collections 

and major expenditures typically occur in a more regular pattern than in a FP entity.  

Compensation may be a little lower at the starting level, but the gap will close at the higher 

management levels.  You may find that the total hours worked in a year and the amount of 

overtime expected may be less in the government entity.  In addition, there tends to be fewer 

turnovers in the government entity compared to the FP entity.  The ability to move among 

different positions in different departments and agencies within the State or Local 



 7

Government may be easier than moving between positions in the FP environment.  However, 

as you progress through the management hierarchy in the State or Local Government, you 

can become more vulnerable to the political climate and your position may be subject to 

change as the result of elections.  Table I provides a summary of the advantages and 

disadvantages of employment in the governmental area. 

Internet Resources on Government Entities and Job Opportunities    

 Table II provides a listing of web sites on the Internet that provide additional 

information about careers in government and the type of jobs available.  The web sites 

provide information about jobs available at the Federal, State, and Local Government level, 

as well as information about how to interview.  The Job Accommodation Network 

(www.jan.wvu.edu) provides job information to those with disabilities.  Obviously there are 

literally hundreds of sites that deal with job opportunities, far too many to list here, therefore 

the authors tried to choose sites that were comprehensive in scope and provided links to other 

sites that the reader would find helpful.    
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TABLE I 
ADVANTAGES AND DISADVANTAGES 

OF EMPLOYMENT IN 
STATE AND LOCAL GOVERNMENTS 

ADVANTAGES DISADVANTAGES 
Attractive starting compensation packages Lower starting salary 
Predictable workflows Limit on top levels of compensation 
Regular working hours No profit sharing, stock options bonuses 
Opportunity to develop presentation skills Top positions dependent on party in office 
Satisfaction of contributing to society  
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TABLE II 
INTERNET SITES PROVIDING INFORMATION 

ON EMPLOYMENT OPPORTUNITIES 
 

www.ajb.org 
Once on this site select the “State Sites Link” that will provide a list of each 
State’s Department of Employment Services. 
 

www.piperinfo.com 
Provides links to each State’s Home Page, from which you can link to 
employment information. 
 

www.govtjob.net 
Provides information on jobs at the State and Local Government level. 
 

www.federaljobs.net 
Concentrates on jobs with the Federal Government jobs, and has links to 
various Federal Agencies, gives advice on interviewing, and list current job 
openings. 
 

www.infoctr.edu 
This is the Library Information Center of the Illinois Institute of 
Technology.  Through this site you can link to the Federal Web Locator, 
which is a comprehensive site listing all the branches of the Federal 
Government with links to various agencies, departments, and corporations 
of the Federal Government.  At each of these listings you can get 
information on the job opportunities.  There is also a State Web Locator 
that links you to each State’s Home Page, and various state departments.  
 

www.statejobs.com 
This site provides links to each State, and lists job opportunities at the 
Federal, State, Local levels, and jobs in private industry within that State.   
 

www.jan.wvu.edu 
The Job Accommodation Network, maintained by the University of West 
Virginia, is a consulting service that provides information about job 
accommodations and the employability of people with disabilities.  Once at 
the site there is a “Points of Interest” link that lists employment resources 
available to those with disabilities.   
 


