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The path to earning my CMA credential was
challenging, but the trip was rewarding in itself.
B Y J A N E T WAG N E R , C M A

IT CREPT UP ON ME. The silver anniversary of my
CMA certification passed just a few months ago. As with
any milestone, it’s both a time to celebrate and a time to
take inventory.
Venturing out to become a Certified Management
Accountant (CMA®) in the program’s first decade was a
lonely endeavor, making the journey challenging and, at
times, ironically amusing. It takes a different, pioneering
sort to opt for the new and relatively unproven—the very
sort who later tend to agree that the experiences of the
journey alone may have been worth the struggle.
Now it’s a lot easier to study for and take the CMA
examination, and the credential itself is more recognized
among accountants and management professionals. The
trail has been blazed for the next generation of candidates.
Today I find myself considering the pursuit of a second
certification, one more specialized to the hospital industry I’ve worked in the majority of my career. While
weighing the pros and cons of such an effort, memories
of my CMA trek have reemerged. Some seem tortuous,
and others are actually laughable, but the memories have
made me even more convinced that the journey I first
envisioned nearly 30 years ago was worth the effort.
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A FUZZY MAP AND
NO BINOCULARS
Having the proper equipment and an
itinerary for my excursion would
have been helpful, but I certainly
didn’t have a clear map for my journey and actually learned about the
CMA credential quite by chance.
In the late 1970s, buried in an
obscure point in one of my cost
accounting textbook’s later chapters,
was reference to a certification for
those interested in accounting for private industry. That
book is long gone, but I do remember the description was
disappointingly brief. My own cost accounting instructor
wasn’t much help, either. Nevertheless, my interest was
piqued.
What appealed to me was the practicality of the knowledge base tested. My own interest in accounting arose
from the practical needs of management. After all, I had
originally pursued business management as a major. The
budget variance analysis introduced in the basic management accounting class required for all business majors at

no accountant in my entire extended family. No mentor
was in sight. Fortunately, I did realize that I needed to
differentiate myself.
So I set off on the road to certification.

FEW ROAD SIGNS
After graduation I allowed myself just a few months’
breather before beginning to study for what was then a
five-part exam.
The biggest challenge of studying for the CMA exam in
1978 was simply that there was so little direction. Study
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my school had aroused an appreciation of accounting as
a career option. So had the various types of pro-forma
analyses to assist decision making for proposed business
activities. I could understand why the ability to generate
this information was important to business managers,
and I handled class assignments easily, so I changed my
major to accounting during my sophomore year.
Additionally, the issue of differentiating my own interests and aptitudes in a sea of fellow accounting graduates
became worrisome. Close acquaintances were at a loss to
understand the career choices before me, and there was
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guides were just being developed. CMA testing had begun
only six years before, in December 1972, so there weren’t
many prior exams available to review. Certified Public
Accountant (CPA) study guides were useful to some extent,
but for the management and decision support portions of
the CMA exam I was on my own and had to build my own
study program. I still had some relatively recent textbooks,
and I also explored resources mentioned in them.
To further challenge my progress, there was no one else
to study with because none of my peers had become
interested. No one with the CMA certification was in
sight to offer guidance or suggestions.
My study program became a true trial-and-error
process. At this fork in the path, I erred on the side of
caution and decided to take only part of the exam at the
first sitting. I suppose this was an attempt to ease some
pressure at the time, but it eventually backfired, dragging
out the whole process over multiple sittings.
It was only after sitting for each exam part that I discovered I’d studied for some topics that weren’t tested
and completely missed other topics that were. Test results
wouldn’t be available for several weeks, but I knew I had
to locate new resources and quickly evaluate them for
potential use. Today you can learn your test results without this long, unnerving wait.
Perhaps it’s the inclination of every new accounting
graduate to underestimate how much technical information they have taken in so recently. Had I attempted all
parts of the exam at the first sitting I could have taken
advantage of that fresh material. I also would have been
better exposed to the subject matter, which would have
enabled me to appropriately fine-tune my self-designed
study program. To boot, I might have easily passed parts
of the CMA exam that I was unduly fretting about.

ROAD HAZARDS
I then had to deal with the skepticism of those around
me. There were countless variations of “…don’t you
mean the CPA?” and questions about just what the CMA
was. My first employer was a small business that certainly
didn’t expect me to become certified, but the controller
was a CPA who did appreciate what I was trying to do
and had the foresight to acknowledge the CMA program’s
purpose and objectives. Without my knowing it, he convinced the owner of the cash-strapped restaurant chain to
pay for my time sitting for the exam, including my travel
time to the other side of the state. Today you can take the
exam in a computerized format in hundreds of cities
worldwide, whenever you choose.
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At my first hospital employer, I found myself working
with several contemporaries who had also graduated
from accounting school in the late 1970s or early 1980s.
But even among this group, few were aware that the CMA
existed, and those who were vaguely aware of it weren’t
able to correctly distinguish its requirements from the
CPA designation’s. After I passed the exam, the continuing professional education requirement I was bound to
seemed a nuisance to them because this was something I
had to do on my own time, at the expense of a twentysomething’s budget. By this time I was accustomed to the
skepticism, so I carried on, taking those more interesting
and specialized business courses that I had been unable to
fit into my hurried undergraduate schedule.
Two promotions later, my career progress at this same
employer was constrained and eventually derailed by the
arrival of an outsider, a reputed “mover and shaker” fresh
from public accounting and stubbornly blind to all but
the CPA credential. Through intermediary supervisors, all
of the accounting staff were pressured to get the CPA or
get out, and many complied with requisite late nights and
Saturdays at CPA review courses, even at the cost of
neglecting young families. My own initiative to pursue
and achieve the CMA designation years before, when no
one was pressuring me to do so, wasn’t recognized.
That initiative—and the additional education I had
accrued—worked to my benefit. I took them with me.

MAPPING NEW TERRITORY
As one of the first 3,000 CMAs, having the certification in
hand felt less like a token souvenir of a destination
achieved and more like a passport or vehicle for the rest
of the journey.
To market myself to potential employers, I also had to
educate them about the CMA program, and this became a
tricky and delicate task. But as a result of what I had been
through, the relevant instincts had become honed. For
starters, to introduce the credential, I routinely spelled out
Certified Management Accountant in my cover letters,
being sure to use the CMA acronym later on that page.
Only a few employers were starting to request CMA
certification for their job openings. More than a decade
after the first CMA was certified, the National Association
of Accountants (NAA—as the Institute of Management
Accountants (IMA®) was previously known) asked readers of Management Accounting (as Strategic Finance was
previously known) to let them know when they saw an
employment ad asking for CMAs. The Association wanted to track the progress of its efforts to foster CMA

who do take advantage of continuing education.
Strategic Finance would like to invite more CMAs
to submit their certification stories for possible
publication in future issues.
What was unique about your experience?
Potential candidates would like to know.

recognition. Too many ads still narrowly specified “CPA
required” or “CPA preferred.”
When I encountered these ads, I first reviewed the description to see if it was the type of work I wanted and was qualified for. If convinced, I forwarded my résumé and cover letter
with the CMA designation evident on the envelope.
During one job search, I encountered an ad titled
“Internal Auditor,” noting that a CPA was required. The
job title seemed to be an odd misnomer, however,
because the job description listed duties of an accounting
manager or controller. Strategically, I forwarded my
résumé accompanied by (and with no reference to) an
NAA brochure describing the CMA designation and the
examination’s knowledge base. I got the interview, and I
got the job. It turned out that the small manufacturer was
owned and managed by a foreign-born couple who knew
only one accountant—the company’s external auditor.
Although advertising for an “internal” counterpart
seemed logical to them, an accountant with CMA certification was exactly what they were looking for.
With potential employers I have also learned to allude
to the CMA continuing education requirement in a timely manner, comparing it promptly to my state’s identical
CPA requirements. After all, the current employer reaps
immediate benefits from a professional’s continuing education. It’s a simple fact of business life that astute business managers appreciate. Of course, CMAs personally
enjoy the full benefit, taking their expanded view of business challenges with them in their career.
As a result of my experience with two-and-a-half
decades of CPE requirements, I find the indifference of
those who don’t welcome continuing education to be
somewhat puzzling. Having endured undergraduate studies to attain a degree, perhaps at great personal inconvenience and expense, many people are frequently not willing
to spend any of their own time or funds to maintain their
original investment. It brings to mind the vision of a wellrigged backpack, in good condition and quite suitable for
the journey but not yet replenished for the next trip.
Refreshing that backpack with adequate and updated training is what distinguishes CMAs and other professionals

THE HORIZON NOW
With any embarkation, there is always the fear of the
unknown. Since I began my bid for the CMA, other certification programs have arisen. Some have flourished, but
others that were also available in the late 1970s have languished, and I rarely hear about them today. My own
observation is that the share of those in the field who are
aware of the CMA has undoubtedly grown.
Of course, achieving the CMA has given me an edge in
several employment searches. And though maintaining
my certification with IMA membership and continuing
education has enriched the package I bring to my employer, it has done even more to broaden my own personal
horizons. This was happening over the years, even though
I didn’t realize it at the time. Tough times can foster a negative mind-set at any one particular employer and even
cast a dark shadow on an entire industry for a while, but
when you network with others at local IMA chapter meetings, you learn what other accountants in other companies and in other industries are up against. Then you can
discern your own situation in a new light.
Today there are more than 28,000 CMAs, so my certificate number in the 2,500 series does bespeak an adventure. Experiencing how recognition of the CMA has
grown is a welcome sight. As the first 1,000 inspired those
who sat for the exam with me, no doubt the first 5,000
inspired the next 20,000. Going forward, the achievements and visibility of CMAs in the current and recently
retired workforce will continue to further the image and
appeal of the CMA credential.
At the end of any travel, we have a natural tendency to
dwell on the destination achieved—to stop and take in the
view and dynamics of the place. But it isn’t just the destination you envision that matters. If a particular professional certification definitely appeals to you, then you owe
it to yourself to get under way. It doesn’t matter what travel companions may or may not be coincidentally inspired.
It’s the journey that matters. ■
Janet Wagner, CMA, is senior auditor for First Coast Service Options, which performs Medicare cost report audits of
Florida hospitals participating in the Medicare Program.
You can reach her at (813) 882-7688 or
janet.wagner@fcso.com.
CMA is a topic at IMA’s Annual Conference June 16-20.
For details, visit www.imaconference.org.
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