
The Accountant &
 International Accounting Bulletin  

Lifetime Achievement Award 
Nominees 2016

Olivia Kirtley, president, IFAC
In a career spanning more than 40 years, Olivia F. 

Kirtley has impacted the accounting profession as an 
auditor, tax advisor, preparer, client, servant of the 
profession, and an articulate champion of the public 
interest. 

Ms. Kirtley’s career commenced in 1972, at what 
is now EY. In her seven years at the firm, she rose to 
become an audit supervisor, then senior tax manager. 
She also earned her master’s in Taxation at Georgia 
State University and was asked by the Kentucky Soci-
ety of CPAs to help explain federal tax reforms at 
public town halls. 

Ms. Kirtley left public practice to join Vermont 
American Corporation in 1980, as Vice President of 
Tax to create an in-house tax department. In her 20 
years there, she rose to become Treasurer, then CFO. 
During her tenure, the company was taken private 
by a joint venture between Emerson Electric Co. and 
Robert Bosch GmbH. At the international company, 
she oversaw complex organizational changes, gained 
deep insight into the challenging operating and regu-
latory requirements of international trade. 

In 1998, Ms. Kirtley was elected as the first female 
Chairman of the American Institute of Certified Pub-
lic Accountants (AICPA)—and also AICPA’s first 

leader from business and industry. 
During her tenure, she testified before the Blue Rib-

bon Committee on the Effectiveness of Audit Com-
mittees (1999), whose recommendations lead to sub-
stantial reforms for audit committees being required 
by US stock exchanges. She also testified before the 
US Senate Committee on Banking, Housing and 
Urban Affairs during the hearing on “Accounting and 
Investor Protection Issues Raised by Enron and Other 
Public Companies” (2002). These hearings were held 
prior to enactment of Sarbanes-Oxley legislation. 

From 2000-2003, Ms. Kirtley served as Chairman 
of the AICPA Board of Examiners for the US CPA 
Examination and led a three-year project to convert 
the exam from a written, biannual exam to a comput-
er-based, on-demand exam with substantial revisions 
in content, structure. For her services to the profes-
sion, she was awarded the Gold Medal of Distinction, 
AICPA’s highest award. 

In 2002, Ms. Kirtley was appointed to the Inter-
national Federation of Accountants (IFAC) independ-
ent Task Force on Rebuilding Public Confidence in 
Financial Reporting (post-Enron). She was elected to 
the IFAC Board of Directors in 2007 and led a task 
force to review services for professional accountants 
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in business, as well as an IFAC Constitution and Bylaws review. In 2012, she was 
elected IFAC Deputy President; she became IFAC President in 2014. 

As IFAC President, she has traveled the world, meeting with regulators, govern-
ment leaders, policy makers, others regarding public interest issues including the 
need for more global regulatory consistency, international standards implemen-
tation, public sector accounting and financial management reforms, and strong 
corporate governance. Ms. Kirtley has strongly supported international standard 
setting for accountancy in audit and assurance, ethics, education, and the public 
sector, and has spoken about their importance to the profession, economies and 
the public interest. 

She has represented the global profession at the highest levels, including the 2016 
OECD Anti-Bribery Ministerial Meeting, where she highlighted the profession’s 
long-standing commitment to transparency and accountability; called for greater 
co-ordination to address fraud and corruption’s supply and demand; requested 
enhanced efforts to promote good governance principles across all organizations; 
and sought concerted action on whistleblower protections. 

In addition, she has made a point of supporting the profession’s drive for greater 
diversity and inclusion by addressing accountancy students, especially women and 
girls. In 2016, an accounting scholarship was established in her honor in Zimba-
bwe. The Olivia Kirtley Tinokunda Scholarship requires that a majority of recipi-
ents be women. 

In 2000, she established her own consultancy, advising on best practices for 
board effectiveness, risk oversight, and corporate governance. Her international 
clients include public and private sector organizations. From 2003-2013, she was 
also a faculty member with The Conference Board Directors’ Institute, which cre-
ates programs to provide corporations, directors and executives with knowledge 
of good governance practices and emerging issues. 

Ms. Kirtley has long advocated for strong corporate governance. She has served 
on many boards—public, private, non-for-profit—and is a non-executive director 
of three US companies (U.S. Bancorp, Papa John’s International, Inc., ResCare, 
Inc.) She has served as board chairman of audit, risk, and governance committees 
and as a lead director. 

In her charitable work, Ms. Kirtley has served on the board of SOZO Interna-

tional, a non-governmental organization (NGO) with health, education, economic 
operations in Afghanistan and Sri Lanka, among others. Her governance experi-
ence resulted in her selection as a member of the Corporate Governance Study 
Group funded by the Rockefeller Foundation. The 22-member expert group was 
tasked with studying how boards could improve beyond compliance with exist-
ing regulatory requirements. It generated a 2011 report, “Bridging Board Gaps,” 
which recommended actions to drive enhanced governance processes, improved 
board performance. 

Since 2009, Ms. Kirtley has been a member of the Bank Governance Leadership 
Network for large financial institutions around the world. The network meets 
semi-annually, and brings together large bank audit, risk committee Chairs with 
international regulators to discuss governance challenges, opportunities. 

Ms. Kirtley is a member of the International Integrated Reporting Council and 
the AICPA Governing Council.  In addition to frequent media advocacy for the 
profession and its contribution to society and economies, she has been asked to 
testify or speak to a range of influential organizations and committees, including: 

• OECD’s Corporate Governance Committee (during revision of the OECD 
Corporate Governance guidelines, 2015)

• IFAC/UNCTAD Conference on Corporate Governance 
• Institute of Internal Auditors International and General Audit Manage-

ment conferences 
• International Corporate Governance Network 
• National Association of Corporate Directors (NACD) 
• Practicing Law Institute 
• New York Stock Exchange Annual Boardroom Summit 
• NCSU Enterprise Risk Management Summit 

In 2011, Ms. Kirtley was named to NACD Directorship 100 as one of the 100 
most influential corporate directors and governance professionals in the US. She 
was also recognized by the Journal of Accountancy, on the AICPA’s 125th Anni-
versary, as one of the top “125 leaders since AICPA’s founding in 1887 who left an 
impact on the profession.” 
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