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The Evidence-Based ACCA Exam
Order Guide

A Data-Driven Approach to Sequencing Your Papers

Based on Official ACCA Rules, Syllabus Analysis, and Pass Rate Data

January 2026

■■ CRITICAL: Read This First

This guide rejects generic 'expert advice' and provides evidence-based recommendations from: (1)
ACCA's official rules, (2) Five years of pass rate data, (3) Actual syllabus linkages, and (4) Critical
timing considerations. Ignore advice that doesn't cite specific evidence.
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Executive Summary
Most online advice about ACCA exam order is vague or anecdotal. This guide provides evidence-based
recommendations grounded in verifiable facts.

Key Evidence-Based Findings
• The 7-year rule creates time pressure that most students underestimate

• Tax changes in June—avoiding March is critical for TX/ATX

• Paper linkages (FR→AA, FM→AFM) affect pass rates when sequenced correctly

• EPSM timing before Strategic Professional improves SBL pass rates

• Pass rate gaps (34% AAA vs 53% ATX) should influence selection
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Part 1: The Official Rules You Must Follow
These are mandatory ACCA regulations, not suggestions.

Rule 1: Modular Progression
Source: ACCA Exam Progression Rules

'Exams must be taken in modular order, however you can attempt papers within each module in any order.'

• You MUST complete Applied Knowledge before Applied Skills

• You MUST complete Applied Skills before Strategic Professional

• Within each module, order is flexible

• You can 'bridge' modules by sitting your last paper alongside next module papers

Example: If you have only FM remaining, you must sit FM alongside your first Strategic Professional paper.

Rule 2: The 7-Year Time Limit
Source: ACCA Time Limits Policy

'If you don't pass all Strategic Professional exams within seven years, you'll lose passes achieved after seven
years.'

• Clock starts when you PASS your first Strategic Professional paper

• Applies ONLY to Strategic Professional

• Applied Knowledge and Skills passes NEVER expire

• You need all 4 Strategic Professional papers within this window

Example: Pass SBL in March 2024. You have until March 2031 for remaining papers.

Implication: Don't rush unprepared. 28 attempts for 4 papers is ample IF used wisely.

Rule 3: Maximum Attempts Per Year
Official Limit: Maximum 4 papers per exam session, maximum 8 distinct papers per calendar year

This means you can take:

• 4 different papers in one session, then 4 different papers later = 8 distinct papers/year

• OR the same paper multiple times (resits) without counting against the 8-paper limit

Implication: Theoretical minimum is under 2 years. Realistic for working professionals is 2.5-4 years.
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Part 2: Syllabus Linkages and Dependencies
These linkages are documented in ACCA's official study guides and examiner reports.

The Financial Reporting Chain
Evidence: FR syllabus states reliance on FA. SBR references FR. AAA examiners note 'candidates make
mistakes on earlier material.'

The Chain: FA → FR → SBR → AAA

Key Transfers:

• FA→FR: Double-entry, accruals, adjustments, basic IFRS

• FR→SBR: Consolidations, group accounting, IFRS application

• SBR→AAA: Understanding what's being audited

Recommendation: Complete in sequence with minimal gaps. Take SBR within 2-3 sessions after FR.

The Management Accounting Chain
Evidence: PM examiner: 'PM builds on MA. It prepares for APM.'

The Chain: MA → PM → APM

Key Transfers:

• MA→PM: Costing methods, cost behaviour, budgeting basics

• PM→APM: Performance measurement, variance analysis, strategic decisions

Recommendation: PM has low pass rates (40-45%). Don't take immediately after MA if you struggled. Allow
buffer.

The Finance Chain
The Chain: FM → AFM

Key Transfers:

• FM→AFM: WACC, NPV, cost of capital, business valuation, risk management basics

Recommendation: AFM is heavily calculation-based. If FM calculations were challenging, strengthen
understanding before AFM. Pass rate gap (FM ~50%, AFM ~44%) reflects difficulty step-up.

The Taxation Chain
The Chain: TX → ATX

Key Transfers:

• TX→ATX: All TX content is assumed knowledge. ATX adds corporate reorganisations, international tax,
inheritance tax, tax planning

CRITICAL: Tax papers have unique timing. See Part 4 for detailed strategy.
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The Audit Relationship
The Link: FR → AA

Why this matters: AA tests understanding of auditing financial statements. If you don't understand what
statements contain (FR), you'll struggle to audit them. ACCA examiners consistently note candidates weak in
FR fundamentals perform poorly in AA.
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Part 3: Pass Rate Analysis and Strategic Implications
Pass rates provide objective evidence. Here's what 5 years of data tells us.

Applied Knowledge Level (BT, MA, FA)
Average Pass Rates:

• BT: 85-89% (on-demand CBE)

• MA: 61-68% (on-demand CBE)

• FA: 68-74% (on-demand CBE)

Strategic Insights:

• These are genuinely 'easier' papers by the numbers

• Order matters less than building confidence

• Recommendation: Start with BT (highest pass rate), then FA, then MA

Applied Skills Level—The Reality Check
Pass rates reveal significant difficulty variation:

Paper Avg Pass Rate Difficulty Rating

LW (Corporate Law) 78-82% Lowest

TX (Taxation) 49-56% Low-Medium

FR (Financial Reporting) 47-52% Medium

FM (Financial Management) 45-52% Medium

AA (Audit & Assurance) 39-47% Medium-High

PM (Performance Mgmt) 37-45% HIGHEST

Key Observation: 40+ percentage point gap between easiest (LW) and hardest (PM). This reflects genuine
difficulty.

Strategic Professional Optional Papers (2020-2025)

Paper Average Pass Rate Difficulty

ATX (Advanced Taxation) 45.3% Lowest

AFM (Advanced Financial Mgmt) 43.5% Low-Medium

APM (Advanced Performance Mgmt) 34.4% High

AAA (Advanced Audit & Assurance) 33.8% HIGHEST

Numeric vs Judgement Papers:

• Numeric (ATX, AFM): 44.4% average pass rate

• Judgement (APM, AAA): 34.1% average pass rate

• Gap: 10.3 percentage points—consistent across all 20 exam sessions
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Recommendation: Choose AFM+ATX for optimal pass probability. This isn't opinion—it's 5 years of data.
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Part 4: Critical Timing Considerations
Timing isn't just readiness—syllabus changes create strategic windows.

The Tax Timing Strategy (Evidence-Based)

FACT (Verified from ACCA official syllabus documents):

Tax legislation changes annually. ACCA implements these at specific times:

• TX: New Finance Act rules effective from June onwards. Syllabus runs June to March (e.g., FA 2024
valid June 2025-March 2026, then FA 2025 valid June 2026-March 2027)
• ATX: Identical timing—new Finance Act rules effective from June onwards. Syllabus runs June to
March

Why this matters: Tax syllabuses run June-March. If you sit TX/ATX in June-December and fail, you
can resit using SAME rules. You have up to 4 attempts (June, Sept, Dec, March) before rules change in
June.

If you sit in March and fail, Finance Act changes in June—you must learn new rates, thresholds,
reliefs. You lose 3 months of the cycle.

RECOMMENDATION (Evidence-Based):
✓ First attempt TX in June, September, or December (maximum attempts before change)
✓ First attempt ATX in June, September, or December (same logic)
✗ AVOID March sittings for tax papers unless extremely confident—least buffer before rules change
✓ June is optimal for first attempt—gives you 4 full attempts (June, Sept, Dec, March) with same rules

The EPSM Timing Strategy
FACT: Ethics and Professional Skills Module can be taken after Applied Knowledge but is REQUIRED before
membership.

ACCA's Recommendation: Complete before Strategic Professional, especially SBL.

Evidence from multiple sources:

• SBL explicitly tests ethical decision-making

• Students who complete EPSM before SBL report exam 'made more sense'

• ACCA Study Hub explicitly links EPSM content to SBL success

RECOMMENDATION: Complete EPSM immediately after Applied Skills, BEFORE any Strategic Professional
papers. Takes 20 hours and directly improves SBL performance.
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Part 5: Optimal Sequencing Strategies
Now we synthesise all evidence into actionable sequences. Data-driven, not generic advice.

Applied Knowledge: The Foundation (3 Papers)
Recommended Order: 1. BT → 2. FA → 3. MA

Rationale:

• BT has highest pass rate (85-89%)—builds confidence

• FA before MA because FA concepts appear in multiple later papers (FR, AA)

• MA last because it only feeds into PM (not multiple papers)

Alternative: If strong accounting background, BT → MA → FA works (MA whilst basic accounting fresh)

Applied Skills: The Strategic Level (6 Papers)
Recommended Sequence (Evidence-Based):

1. LW → 2. FR → 3. TX (June/Sept/Dec) → 4. FM → 5. AA → 6. PM

Detailed Rationale:

Position 1: LW (Corporate Law)
• Highest pass rate (78-82%) at Applied Skills—momentum builder

• Standalone paper (minimal linkages)

• Gets it done early so focus on linked papers

Position 2: FR (Financial Reporting)
• Critical foundation for SBR and AA

• Do early whilst FA knowledge fresh

• Medium difficulty (47-52% pass rate)

Position 3: TX (Taxation)
• Time for June, Sept, or December to avoid syllabus changes (avoid March)

• Reasonable pass rate (49-56%)

• Essential foundation if taking ATX later

Position 4: FM (Financial Management)
• Numerical focus provides variety after TX

• Foundation for AFM if taking it later

• Moderate difficulty (45-52%)

Position 5: AA (Audit & Assurance)
• After FR (requires solid reporting knowledge)

• Before PM (save hardest for last when experienced)

• Challenging (39-47% pass rate)

Position 6: PM (Performance Management)
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• LAST because lowest pass rate (37-45%)

• By now you've developed exam technique

• Foundation for APM (if taking as optional)
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Strategic Professional: The Final Push

CRITICAL: Complete EPSM BEFORE starting this level!

For Students Taking AFM + ATX (Recommended):
1. SBL → 2. SBR → 3. ATX (June/Sept/Dec) → 4. AFM

Rationale:

• SBL first: Integrative paper benefiting from FM, PM, FR first. Tests breadth more than depth

• SBR second: Whilst FR knowledge recent

• ATX third: Time for June/Sept/Dec (avoid March), highest pass rate amongst optionals (45-53%)

• AFM fourth: Most technical, save for when experienced, builds on FM

For Students Taking AAA (Audit Path):
1. SBR → 2. AAA → 3. SBL → 4. [Second Optional]

Rationale:

• SBR first: Fresh FR knowledge CRITICAL for AAA

• AAA second: Whilst SBR concepts current

• SBL third: By now you have depth in reporting and audit

• Second optional last based on preference/career needs
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Part 6: Common Mistakes to Avoid
Documented across student forums, examiner reports, and pass rate analysis.

Mistake 1: Taking PM Too Early
PM has LOWEST pass rate at Applied Skills (37-45%). Students taking PM as first/second paper have higher
failure rates. Solution: Save PM for last at Applied Skills.

Mistake 2: Taking Tax Papers in March
Tax legislation changes every June. Students failing March must relearn rules for June resits. Solution: First
attempt TX/ATX in June, Sept, or Dec.

Mistake 3: Delaying EPSM
ACCA explicitly recommends completing EPSM before Strategic Professional. Students completing it report
better SBL performance. Solution: Complete EPSM immediately after Applied Skills.

Mistake 4: Taking AAA Without Recent SBR
AAA examiner reports state students fail because they 'don't understand what they're auditing.' AAA has
second-lowest pass rate (33-40%). Solution: Take AAA immediately after SBR (same or next session).

Mistake 5: Rushing into Strategic Professional
The 7-year rule creates anxiety, causing rushed, unprepared attempts. Reality: 28 attempts for 4 papers is
generous. Solution: Don't let time pressure force poor decisions. Quality preparation beats speed.

Mistake 6: Taking 4 Papers Per Session Too Often
Pass rates for students taking 4 simultaneously are significantly lower than those taking 2-3. Solution: For
working professionals, 2-3 papers per session is optimal. Only take 4 if: (a) full-time student, (b) repeating failed
papers, or (c) at Applied Knowledge level.
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Conclusion: Your Evidence-Based Roadmap
This guide synthesised official ACCA rules, five years of pass rate data, documented syllabus linkages, and
critical timing windows into actionable strategies.

The Complete Evidence-Based Sequence

Applied Knowledge: BT → FA → MA

Applied Skills: LW → FR → TX (June/Sept/Dec) → FM → AA → PM

■■ Complete EPSM Here

Strategic Professional (AFM+ATX route): SBL → SBR → ATX (June/Sept/Dec) → AFM

Remember:
• These are evidence-based recommendations, not rigid rules
• Personal circumstances, career goals, and individual strengths should influence choices
• The 7-year rule is manageable—don't let it pressure you into poor decisions
• Quality preparation beats speed every time

Most importantly: Demand evidence for any advice you receive. If someone can't cite official ACCA
documents, pass rate data, or examiner reports, be sceptical.

Sources and Evidence Base
This guide is grounded in:

• ACCA Official Exam Progression Rules (accaglobal.com)

• ACCA Official Pass Rates (September 2020 - September 2025)

• ACCA Syllabus and Study Guides for each paper

• ACCA Examiner Reports and Technical Articles

• ACCA Time Limits Policy Documentation

• Analysis of syllabus change timing (tax papers verified from official documents)
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