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SOFT SKILLS IN DEMAND
A recent survey of the 50 largest companies by market 
capitalisation on Bursa Malaysia reveals that the most 
popular qualification of their CEOs is engineering: 30% 
of them have a basic engineering degree. The survey by a 
local business weekly found most of the CEOs in the top 
50 companies have a background either in engineering or 
science (46%). Just 12% had an accounting qualification.

Commenting on the survey, the head of  a recruitment 
agency suggested that one cannot just think of  business from a finance perspective. 
There is also a need to be logical, methodical, solutions-based and yet innovative 
at the same time. It would appear that in Malaysia, at least among the nation’s top 
corporations, an accounting qualification may not necessarily give you a headstart 
to the CEO or managing director post. This means that just having in-depth 
understanding of  finance along with technical competency and the prerequisite 
work experience will not give you an advantage in ascending to the C-suite. 

Indeed, technical skills need to be complemented with soft skills for accounting 
professionals to contribute meaningfully to their company. For example, the ability 
to effectively negotiate and deal with subordinates, superiors, clients, vendors and 
investors will test them to the limit. Communicating effectively, with integrity and 
openness, will help inspire confidence and engage stakeholders, board members, 
employees, business partners and associates. At the senior level, these soft skills 
are even more relevant, with communication probably the most important one for 
accounting professionals. Strong leadership skills, innovation and resourcefulness 
are also crucial qualities. Our feature on page 58 explores some of  the soft skills 
that accounting professionals need to reach the top echelons of  their organisation. 

Meanwhile, on page 12 we talk to Mok Yuen Lok, Crowe Horwath International’s 
regional executive director (Asia Pacific), about how he built Malaysia’s fifth-
largest accountancy firm.

Lee Min Keong, Malaysia editor, abeditor@accaglobal.com
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▼ GET ON BOARD
The 2014 Olympic and Paralympic Winter 
Games began on 7 February in Sochi, Russia. 
Organisers hope that the event will boost the 
Black Sea resort’s long-term tourism industry

▼ ELECTION ANGST
As unrest continues following last month’s 
general election in Thailand, concern is 
growing about the potential impact on 
neighbouring economies in South-East Asia

▼ SPRING CELEBRATIONS
Lanterns decorate trees in Beijing 
ahead of the Spring Festival. 
An estimated 3.6 billion trips 
were made by migrant workers 
travelling across China during 
the holiday period 

▲ AUSTRALIA BECKONS?
British retail giant Marks & Spencer is 
reportedly gearing up to open its first stores in 
Australia this year
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▲ GOING FOR GOLD
Show host Ellen DeGeneres with an Oscar, 
pictured at the Academy Awards. PwC is 
celebrating its 80th year overseeing the Oscars 
balloting process; this year’s ceremony takes 
place in March

▲ REEF IN PERIL
The approval of a project to dump dredged 
sediment in the Great Barrier Reef to create one of 
the world’s biggest coal ports has met with protest
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CHINA OPENS UP FOR IPOs
58% of the capital markets community believe that 
the number of US IPOs from China-based businesses 
will increase in 2014. Those predicting an increase 
were asked what issue will have the greatest impact 
in the 2014 BDO IPO Outlook report.

China’s improved commitment to meet US 
accounting and governance expectations 

Chinese regulators agreeing to provide the US with 
more access to documents of  Chinese audit firms

Increased investor appetite for risk as US markets 
approach all-time high

Chinese businesses’ willingness to discount share 
pricing to offset perception of  higher risk

forecasting difficulties 
complying with the new 
standard, though the 
concerns for lessors look to 
be easing,’ explained Scott 
Hileman, director, Deloitte 
Transactions and Business 
Analytics.

MoU AGREED
The International Integrated 
Reporting Council (IIRC) 
has signed a memorandum 
of  understanding with the 
Sustainability Accounting 
Standards Board (SASB) 
to collaborate closely on 
the evolution of  corporate 
reporting and disclosures. 
SASB executive director 
Dr Jean Rogers said: 
‘SASB’s standards are a 
practical implementation 
of  integrated reporting in 
the context of  US capital 
markets. The missions 
of  SASB and the IIRC are 
aligned and formalising 
our partnership will 
strengthen harmonisation 
and guidance to companies 
regarding improved 
disclosure on material 
sustainability factors.’

DUBAI TIES
Hong Kong will be the 
conduit for strengthened 
financial services between 
Dubai and Asia, chairman of  
the Dubai Financial Services 
Authority, Saeb Eigner, has 
said. The ‘excellent trade 
and finance relationships’ 
Dubai currently enjoys with 
Asia will continue to grow 
in 2014, including in the 
Islamic finance arena, he 
noted. Speaking in Hong 
Kong on the challenges and 
opportunities powering 
world growth, Eigner said: 
‘The future will belong to 

CALL FOR COHESION
The International Federation 
of  Accountants (IFAC) has 
reiterated its call on global 
policymakers to refocus 
on regulatory convergence, 
saying that their failure to 
do so is stifling business 
confidence, economic 
stability and ambitions 
for a sustainable recovery. 
Noting the ‘uneven playing 
fields’ highlighted by the 
global financial crisis, IFAC 
is concerned that different 
regulatory arrangements 
in different jurisdictions 
allow multinational 
organisations to engage 
in regulatory arbitrage, at 
the same time creating 
unnecessary costs and 
uncertainty for them and 
their key stakeholders. 
‘We call on international 
coordinating organisations 
and forums...to fully 
commit to promoting 
and enacting global 
regulatory consistency and 
evidence-based regulatory 
reform,’ said IFAC CEO 
Fayezul Choudhury.

COMPLIANCE FEARS
Compliance with the new 
lease accounting standard 
will be very difficult to 
achieve, according to a 
Deloitte survey. Some 62% 
of  large companies said 
that IT system constraints 
were a significant problem, 
with 55% saying they will 
have difficulty compiling 
a complete electronic 
inventory of  real-estate 
leases. Companies are also 
concerned at the effect on 
their balance sheets, with 
58% predicting a significant 
impact. ‘It’s clear that 
lessees are increasingly 

vibrant cities like Hong 
Kong and Dubai which 
continue to pioneer, innovate 
and implement strategies 
quickly and efficiently with 
visionary leadership and 
efficient governments.’ 

ALERT ON ASIA
Developed countries rather 
than emerging markets will 
lead the global economic 
recovery, delegates at 
January’s annual Asian 
Financial Forum in 

News round-up
This month’s stories include IFAC’s renewed call for global regulatory convergence, 
Mazars’ expansion in Singapore and the possible return of the mega-merger in 2014

TRENDS

40%
35%
16%

9%
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     2009  2014

Academic or expert 67%

Technical expert 66%

Person like yourself  62%

Financial or industry analyst 53%

NGO representative 52%

Regular employee 52%

CEO 43%

Government official 36%

Hong Kong heard. Asian 
Development Bank president 
Takehiko Nakao noted that 
Asia has contributed more 
than half  of  global economic 
growth since 2007, but now 
the economic tailwinds which 
supported that had become 
headwinds. ‘While advanced 
countries are turning 
the corner, the external 
economic environment for 
emerging economies may 
be less favourable than 
before,’ he said, noting that 
quantitative easing tapering 
would mean tighter global 
liquidity conditions. He also 
pointed out that growth in 
China is moderating, while 
commodity prices are stable 
or dropping. ‘Inequality is 
on the rise. Rapid credit 
expansion must slow. Some 
say the next economic crisis 
may well start in Asia,’ 
he concluded.

MAZARS BUILDS MUSCLE 
Mazars is growing its 
Singapore business via an 
integration of  the business 
process risk consulting 
practice of  TransFingo. 
The merger expands the 
firm’s services to include 
governance, risk and 
internal control. Mazars’ 
Singapore managing partner 
Denis Usher said that the 
firm is pursuing a growth 
strategy that will facilitate 
enhanced and extended 
service capabilities for its 
clients in Singapore and 
the region. ‘This integration 
will see Mazars strengthen 
and consolidate its service 
offerings and expertise 
and enhance the firm as 
a serious challenger in 
Singapore.’ Two directors 
from the TransFingo China 
and Singapore teams were 
appointed to head the 
new service.

HIGHER, STRONGER
Organisations with a 
high level of  analytical 

sophistication are best 
placed to reap strong 
business benefits from their 
data, a study by Deloitte 
Singapore and ACCA has 
found. However, most firms 
are not there yet: only 14% 
have reached the level of  
analytics innovators, with 
well-defined analytics 
capabilities and showing 
continuous improvement 
in methodologies to adapt 
to future change. ‘Analytics 
innovators reap benefits 
because all their business 
decisions are powered by 
business analytics which is 
used across all functions/
departments and core 
processes,’ noted the report. 
‘These companies have the 
expertise to make sense 
of  data, and the ability to 
collect it, relate its meaning 
and study trends from it. 
This helps to transform 
data into a fact-based, 
business intelligence tool for 
analysing past events and 
predicting the future.’

GROWING PAINS
‘Deep-rooted problems built 
up over time’ are responsible 
for the slowest growth in 
China in over a decade, 
officials have acknowledged. 
The Chinese economy 
gained 7.7% in 2013, and 
even though this exceeded 
government expectations 
of  7.5 %, it was the worst 
growth performance since 
1999. National Bureau of  
Statistics chief  Ma Jiantang 
told reporters at a briefing 
that, generally speaking, 
China’s economy showed 
good momentum of  stable 
and moderate growth in 
2013, which he described as 
a ‘hard-earned achievement’. 

IN FOR THE LONG HAUL
Many foreign banks expect 
to ‘stay the course’ on 
their China strategies 
while waiting for the 
benefits from the country’s 
reform and regulatory 

TRENDS
WHO CAN YOU TRUST?
Trust in business leaders remains ‘strikingly low’, 
according to the 2014 Edelman Trust Barometer. 
CEOs rank seventh out of eight categories, sitting 
only above government officials as an organisation’s 
most credible spokesperson, while academics 
and experts remain the most trusted source of 
information about companies. 

changes to become 
clearer, PwC research 
shows. Commenting on 
the Chinese leadership’s 
plans to accelerate 
financial liberalisation, 
PwC China and Hong Kong 
financial services leader 
Matthew Phillips said: 
‘To stay on track, China 
must get the sequence 
of  key macroeconomic 
policy reforms right. First, 
strengthen the domestic 
banking system. Then 
improve capital allocation 
and pricing by liberalising 
interest rates and developing 

a functioning bond market, 
before finally opening the 
capital account and making 
the RMB convertible. The 
first step in the reform of  
domestic banks is largely 
complete and the time is 
ripe to continue on the 
journey in step with the 
banks’ ability to assimilate 
ongoing reforms.’ 

‘ZOMBIE’ CLEAN UP
China’s central bank says 
that it will work with other 
authorities to investigate 
and close down incompetent 
financing companies » 
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been agreed on, but that 
number could grow as more 
products which promote 
energy efficiency, such as 
solar panels, are identified. 
Dr Phyllis Genther Yoshida 
of  the APEC Energy 
Working Group said that 
the initiative fits with 
APEC’s broader work to 
improve energy efficiency 
and lower greenhouse 
gas emissions. Cutting 
tariffs on environmentally 
friendly products makes 
them more easily deployed 
throughout the region and 
supports the use of  clean 
energy, she said.

MEGA-MERGER RETURN?
2014 could be the year 
that mega-mergers make 
a comeback, according to 
Towers Watson’s Quarterly 
Deal Performance Monitor, 
in partnership with Cass 
Business School. The 
strong performance of  
last year’s acquirers and 
the significantly improved 
economic outlook in 
many countries is likely 
to entice players back to 
the big league, the firm 
predicts. Completion of  
large transformational deals 
worth over US$10bn was 
‘notably rare’ in 2013, but 
could become popular again 
as major companies look to 
expand into new business 
areas with big, brave 
acquisitions, said Steve 
Allan, Towers Watson’s M&A 
practice lead in EMEA. He 
expects outbound Chinese 
deals to increase beyond the 
traditional Asia-Pacific arena 
as European and North 
American targets become 
more tempting. 

APPETITE FOR DIM SUM
Offshore Chinese yuan-
denominated bonds, 
popularly known as dim sum 
bonds, totalled CNY$34.1bn 
(US$5.6bn) from 54 new 
issues during the month 
of  January 2014, the 

run by local governments. 
The People’s Bank of  
China has pledged to 
‘exhaustively clean up’ 
any so-called zombie 
financing vehicles that ‘have 
poor credit, ambiguous 
functions and unsustainable 
financial conditions’. Local 
government financing 
vehicles were created to 
finance a 2008 stimulus 
programme which helped 
China rebound from the 
global financial crisis, but 
there is now a concern 
that many of  them cannot 
cover their debt payments, 
and their level of  debt may 
pose a risk to the nation’s 
banking sector.

SUPPLY CHAIN SUPPORT 
The Asian Development 
Bank (ADB) is cooperating 
with Standard Chartered 
Bank to support supply 
chain financing in Asia, a 
first-of-its-kind partnership. 
The agreement is expected 
to finance more than 
US$800m in supply chain 
transactions, most of  
which will be directed 
through SMEs supplying 
production materials to 
large companies, as well 
as retail sales. ADB and 
Standard Chartered Bank 
will share the risk in these 
transactions, which in turn 
supports the development 
of  supply chains within 
Asia and globally. The 
move also serves to foster 
SME development and 
job creation in emerging 
Asian economies. 

GREEN GOAL
Asia-Pacific Economic 
Cooperation (APEC) 
economies are working to 
reduce tariffs to 5% or less 
on a list of  environmental 
goods by 2015, and will 
spend this year exploring 
opportunities for building 
on this initiative within the 
World Trade Organization. 
To date, 54 goods have 

SEC BAN LOOMS
Chinese units of the global Big Four accountancy 
firms should be suspended from auditing US-listed 
companies for six months, a judge in the US has 
ruled, in an escalation in a long-running dispute over 
regulators’ access to documents. 

Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) 
administrative law judge Cameron Elliot censured 
the Chinese affiliates of  KPMG, Deloitte, PwC and EY, 
saying that they ‘wilfully violated’ US laws by refusing to 
hand over documents on the grounds that Chinese law 
treats such information as ‘state secrets’.

The ruling does not take effect immediately and the 
firms are planning to appeal. In a joint statement, they 
responded: ‘The firms note that the decision is neither 
final nor legally effective unless and until reviewed 
and approved by the full US SEC Commission. The 
firms intend to appeal and thereby initiate that review 
without delay.’ In the meantime the firms ‘can and will 
continue to serve all their clients without interruption,’ 
the statement continued. ‘The firms are heartened 
by the significant progress on information sharing 
between the Chinese and US regulators over the past 
year, which the firms have worked hard to support.’

Some believe the ruling may push Chinese 
companies to opt for a listing in Hong Kong  
instead of  New York.  

highest-ever monthly level 
both in terms of  proceeds 
and number of  issuance, 
according to data from 
Thomson Reuters. The 
volume could keep rising if, 
as expected, 2014 witnesses 
the highest-ever proceeds 
and number of  dim sum 
bonds to mature this year. 
Aside from Hong Kong and 

China issuers, January 
saw more foreign issuers 
tapping the dim sum market 
as proceeds grew 112% 
to CNY7.3bn (US$1.2bn) 
compared with CNY3.5bn 
(US$555.9m) during the 
same period last year. ■

Compiled by Peta 
Tomlinson, journalist
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Mok Yuen Lok (right) with his 
father, Mok To Leong, one of 
the first officers of Malaysia’s 
Inland Revenue Board

PORTRAITS: CLARE BARKER WELLS PHOTOGRAPHY
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FAMILY AFFAIR
After rejecting a career in brewing, Crowe Horwath International’s Mok Yuen Lok followed 
in his family’s footsteps and instead cultivated Malaysia’s fifth largest accountancy firm

Apart from holding the post 
of regional executive director 

(Asia Pacific) at Crowe Horwath 
International, Mok Yuen Lok also 

oversees the network of Crowe 
Horwath offices in Malaysia. He holds 

a BSc from Heriot Watt University 
and joined Ernst & Whinney (now EY) 
where he qualified as a member of the 
Malaysian Institute of Certified Public 
Accountants. Mok serves as audit 
committee chairman of two public listed 
companies, Scomi Energy Services and 
Goodway Integrated Industries. He was 
previously chair of the Malaysian chapter 
of the Young Presidents’ Organization and 
a past president of the Entrepreneurs’ 
Organization (Malaysia Chapter).

for a new firm, Mok & Poon. For the next two decades they 
grew the firm – now called Crowe Horwath – from what 
Mok describes as ‘nothing’ to the fifth largest accountancy 
practice in Malaysia. 

‘We crafted a vision and mission statement and have 
remained true to that over the years,’ he adds. 

Explaining the origins of  the firm, he says, ‘At that 
time we saw that there existed either the Big Eight 

accountancy firms or the thousands 
of  small accountancy firms with no 
international network and who were 
not servicing international clients. 
We decided that we wanted to be the 
biggest non-Big Eight firm. We saw that 
Malaysia was growing and Malaysian 
companies were growing and exporting 

their services overseas. As these companies expanded we 
knew that if  we had technical capability and an international 
network we would be able to service these clients.’

Tough beginnings
Starting with a staff  strength of  just five, Mok admits 
that the early years were tough. The firm found it difficult 
not only attracting clients but talent, given its lack » 

T 
here is an adage that people can be divided into 
three groups: those who make things happen, those 
who watch things happen and those who wonder 
what happened. Mok Yuen Lok, Crowe Horwath 

International’s regional executive director (Asia Pacific), 
undoubtedly belongs to the first group. 

Throughout a 30-year career in accountancy that has 
seen him build the fifth largest accountancy practice 
in Malaysia, taking on new challenges and evolving has 
been,  he says, key to staying invigorated and passionate 
about the profession. 

The youngest of  six children, and the only son, Mok 
grew up in Kuala Lumpur and completed his schooling at 
Victoria Institution. Hailing from a family of  accounting 
professionals – his father, Mok To Leong, was one of  the 
first officers of  Malaysia’s Inland Revenue Board, while 
sister Mok Wai Ling is a partner at Crowe Horwath – it 
might appear inevitable that Mok would join the profession. 
But he didn’t read accountancy in university. 

‘One of  my brothers-in-law gave me a good piece 
of  advice when I was in my teens,’ he recalls. ‘He said 
that if  I wanted to be an accountant, then it’s better that 
I do something else first, to get that depth and breadth 
of  knowledge,’ he says. 

With this in mind, Mok undertook a BSc in brewing and 
distilling from Heriot-Watt University in Edinburgh, Scotland. 
However, after graduating in 1982 and finding no career 
opportunities in the brewing industry, Mok followed in the 
family’s footsteps – starting at EY (then Ernst & Whinney). 

He stayed with the firm until he completed his articleship in 
1989 and qualified as a member of  the Malaysian Institute 
of  Certified Public Accountants. 

Even then, Mok was a doer rather than a watcher. With 
his CPA qualification in hand, he set about starting his own 
accountancy practice. Mok brainstormed with his brother-
in-law Poon Yew Hoe – who had started a modest practice 
in 1983 – and in 1990 they came up with a business plan 

CV

▌▌▌’WE CRAFTED A VISION AND MISSION 
STATEMENT AND HAVE REMAINED TRUE  
TO THAT OVER THE YEARS’
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‘Learn something 
well and do it well 
before you become 
an accountant. 

Build yourself laterally. 
The fact that I did a 
science degree and 
learnt how to make beer 
before becoming an 
accountant gave me that 
different perspective. 
Always evolve; have a 
three-to-five year plan to 
do something different. 
That way, you stay 
refreshed.’

but at the same time they are entrepreneurial enough to go 
the extra mile for the client. 

‘For example, we explained to clients why certain 
standards didn’t have to be applied because of  losses, and 
also have helped clients save potential withholding taxes 
amounting to millions of  ringgit. We went to the plantation 
industry and told them: ‘Did you know that you could get a 
recuperation of  an export allowance on your overseas sales 
because you’re exporting your produce?’’ 

Mok points out that clients wanted to hear things like 
that; they wanted to deal with an accounting professional 
who could help them save money as opposed to simply 
intrepreting the rules. ‘Clients started to see an accountant 
who cared,’ he says. ‘There is a saying that people don’t 
care how much you know until they know how much you 
care; this aptly described our experience.’

In the course of  servicing clients, integrity is paramount. 
‘From my parents I learnt that there are two things that we 
do not compromise on: integrity and family. So we help 
clients, and we do that by telling them what’s due to them 
under the law, whether it’s claiming pioneer status, or 
claiming for allowances, and in that way help them to grow.’ 

‘Where people zig, we zag’
In 1995, the firm became Horwath Mok & Poon, part 
of  what later became the Crowe Horwath International 
network. Then, in 2003 there was another name change to 
Horwath before finally becoming Crowe Horwath in 2010. 
And last year it celebrated another key milestone – the 30th 
anniversary of  the establishment of  Poon’s original firm. 

Throughout its journey, Mok says the firm has prided 
itself  in its ability to think and act differently from the rest 
of  its peers. Its vision and mission are a good example. 
‘There were few people who were like us – with a desire to 
serve the local market with a Big Four capability,’ says Mok. 

As the firm grew, it held on to this 
principle of  doing things differently. 
‘Where people zig, we zag; in other 
words, we do not follow the herd 
mentality,’ says Mok. 

One incident in particular highlights 
the firm’s contrarian approach. When 
one of  the then Big Five accountancy 
firms collapsed in 2001, Mok says that 
all the other big firms adopted a boiler 
plate disclaimer that stressed their 
independence within the network from 
each other. 

‘In those days everyone was talking 
about vicarious liability – that one firm 
failing affected everyone else – and 
firms began polarising themselves 
from each other, even though they 
were part of  the same global firm. We 
just saw it as an opportune time to 

of  credentials. The turning point came in 1993 when it 
acquired a tax practice that boasted a clientele of  18 public 
listed companies including Ajinomoto and Sanyo. 

‘With that we had the tax credentials and eventually this 
led to our first IPO [initial public offering] experience. It also 
gave us the platform to pursue more clients, and helped to 
attract talent,’ says Mok.

For Mok, who was managing the 
firm at the time, what set it apart 
from other mid-tier firms were its 
people. (Today, staff  strength stands 
at about 1,000.)

‘We have people who treat audit 
as an art rather than science,’ Mok 
explains. ‘When it’s a science you get 
a lot of  technologists who intrepret 
accounting standards as they are and 
if  clients ask them about a particular 
accounting standard, they would just 
regurgitate that for the client and 
send the entire accounting standard 
as an attachment. 

‘Our approach is different,’ he 
continues. ‘Obviously we have people 
who were from the Big Four who are 
well versed in accounting standards 

* Crowe Horwath is the fifth largest 
accountancy firm in Malaysia 
and a member of Crowe Horwath 
International, a top-10 global 
accountancy network. The firm began 
as Mok & Poon in 1990 with a vision of 
becoming an organisation recognised, 
by the quality of its professional 
services, as a competitive firm and 
as the best alternative to the Big Four 
because of its technical standards 
and its ability to provide high-quality 
services.

* In 2012, the firm initiated Project 
CHange, a scholarship programme 
following the Malaysian government’s 
proposal that a double deduction 
be given for scholarships awarded 
by private companies to Malaysian 
students pursuing diploma- and 
degree-level studies. Crowe Horwath, 
which sponsors 10 students, acts as 
a facilitator between sponsors and 
prospective scholars. To date, 50 
students have been sponsored.
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come together as one partnership. So while 
everyone was isolating themselves, we 
decided to come together under one firm 
and one name. We told ourselves that we 
would mitigate risk in another way. We 
pooled our resources and built a technical 
division to mitigate risk. This team went to 
all our branches to inspect on the quality, 
standardise the methodology and so forth.’

Today, this technical division remains a 
significant part of  the firm’s operations – 
providing training, methodology, software 
support and development to all its 
branches nationwide. 

New role, new challenges
Mok’s efforts in growing Crowe Horwath 
Malaysia did not go unnoticed at the firm’s 
US headquarters, and in 2007 he was 
asked to take up the position of  regional 
executive director for Crowe Horwath 
International in Asia Pacific. 

His role, he explains, is to identify firms 
across 27 countries in Asia Pacific and 
groom them. ‘I look for firms that have 
an international component and have a 
desire to support their clients globally,’ he 
says. ‘Crowe Horwath International in Asia 
Pacific is the sixth largest accountancy 
firm and my job is to maintain that, and 
ensure that the firms grow and they have 
international business.’

Mok draws on his experiences to mentor 
and coach firms to attain their goals; 
his experience as a member of  both the 
Entrepreneurs’ Organization and Young 
Presidents’ Organization is also an asset.

‘I know what it takes to build a firm 
from nothing to the top mid-tier firm 
in the country,’ he says. ‘People tell 
me how difficult it is to fire people or 
their difficulties in talent management, 
procuring clients, building speciality areas. 
These are issues I have lived through for 
the last 30 years.’ 

A key piece of  advice he offers 
these firms, as well as the team at 
Crowe Horwath Malaysia, is to push 
themselves forward. ‘A big part of  my 
job is to instill confidence,’ he says. 
‘I tell them to go out there and try. If  
you don’t try you will never know. Have 
confidence in yourself.’ ■

Sreerema Banoo, journalist
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The new wave
Tailoring your HR strategy to offer Generation Y employees flexibility is worth the 
investment and professional development may help in increasing their numbers

Malaysia’s population is 
one of the youngest in the 
region, with a median age 
of 26.2 years in 2010, 
according to the Malaysian 
Department of Statistics. 
This number implies a 
growing percentage of 
young people coming into 
the workforce, where they 
are typically known as 
Generation Y employees. 

Gen Y are people born 
between the early 1980s 
and late 1990s. They 
are internet-literate and 
constantly connected 
with the web via their 

personal computers 

▲ Y FLIERS
Youths waving national 
flags during last year’s 

independence day 
celebrations

and smartphones. They also 
seek freedom of  expression 
everywhere they go and are 
always looking for the next 
better thing to move on to. 

In recent times, such 
characteristics have 
made it challenging for 
many sectors – especially 
financial services – as far 
as recruitment and talent 
management are concerned. 

From wanting access 
to their social-media feeds 
all day, to demanding 
a highly diverse 
working 
environment 
with high 

concomitant pay/perks,’ 
says Clement Teo, senior 
analyst with Forrester. 

Teo believes that it’s not 
so much the recruitment of  
Gen Y that is the challenge 
as their retention. And the 
difficulty in keeping hold of  
Gen Y could be for reasons 
other than not being able 
to use social platforms at 
work; he cites poor work/
life balance and small salary 
increments as among the 
reasons for Gen Y to decide 
to move on. 

Addressing the issues
But though these challenges 
do exist in financial 
services, Chew Siew Suan 
of  Alliance Bank Malaysia 
believes there are ways to 
address the issues. Chew 
is the bank’s executive vice 
president and head of  group 
human resource, and she 
says Gen Y expect to fulfil 
their social, training and 
lifestyle aspirations at the 
workplace while pursuing 
their personal ambitions. 

She adds: 
‘From our 
interaction with 
our Gen Y 
employees, 
we find 

remuneration and non-
monetary perks such as 
flexible working hours, 
Gen Y have been seen as 
some of  the most difficult 
people for businesses to 
recruit and retain.

Forrester Research notes 
that the aspirations of  Gen 
Y tend to be largely short 
to mid-term. 

The firm 
says that, generally 

speaking, Gen Y eschew 
fast-track careers and high 
pay for fewer billable hours, 
flexible schedules and a 
better work/life balance. 
‘In financial services we 
think Gen Y are, by and 

large, attracted by 
the prospect 
of  working in a 

large financial 
organisation, 
and the 
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RETENTION ROUTES
PwC recommends that companies in the financial 
sector consider the following policies in their quest 
to retain Gen Y talent.

* Implement a regional mobility programme in 
the organisation

 The approach should not be restricted to outbound 
secondment but also cover inbound secondment. 
The idea is to bring in overseas staff  to encourage 
diversity in local teams.

 

* Structured job rotation 
 Normally this happens at management trainee 

level. One suggestion is to extend the practice 
to middle-management level. Today’s Gen Y 
look for diversity in their jobs, so this would 
be a good way of  retaining them and providing 
them with opportunities to develop without 
leaving the company. 

* New HR strategy 
 As well as implementing flexible working 

hours, the organisation should make long leave 
compulsory for high-pressure banking jobs 
such as investment banking in order to reduce 
the risk of  burn-out. 

      Another option is to consider alternative work 
arrangements. Job sharing, for example, allows 
two part-time staff  to cover a full-time job – it 
offers flexibility to the employees while helping 
to make sure you can still fill specific roles with 
the right talent. 

      Also, companies can rehire women who have 
left the industry/workforce for a few years to 
concentrate on their family but would now like 
to return to work. 

* Implement a corporate responsibility programme

	 CR is an area that resonates with the Gen Y as 
they believe in making a difference. PwC, for 
instance, has a range of  CR initiatives – from 
mentoring and literacy programmes to carbon 
footprint tracking. 

them to be extremely tech-
savvy, always “connected”. 
They learn quickly and are 
engaged with their social 
network. They also read 
and process information 
differently; hence they often 
have a different viewpoint 
about work, ethics and 
relationships with the other 
generations.’

Chew says Alliance Bank 
has enhanced its recruiting 
capabilities by engaging 
target candidate groups at 
career fairs, universities and 
campuses to build a strong 
external candidate pipeline 
– efforts that she says have 
worked for the bank.

To retain Gen Y 
employees, Chew notes 
that it’s important to show 
appreciation for their 
individuality and allow them 
to have an input into the 
decision-making process. 

It’s not just about giving 
orders or instructions but 
also about providing a 
logical rationale for every 
decision while also re-
affirming their role in the 
organisation, she adds.

‘There are now inter-
generational gaps that exist 
in the financial services 
sector, between the baby-
boomers and the Gen Y,’ 

Chew explains. ‘This requires 
managers in financial 
services to appreciate Gen Y 
value systems to maximise 
their true potential. 

‘Creating a collaborative 
and conducive work 
environment is important, 
as is promoting employee 
engagement across all 
generations at the office. For 
example, our bank has rest-
and-relax or chill-out rooms 
equipped with wireless 
connections, TV, coffee 
machines, board games and 
comfy chairs for their usage. 
We also hold regular team 
engagement and activity-
based projects, which helps 
inculcate stronger bonds 
among teams.’

On the flipside, Chew 
believes that Gen Y 
sometimes have unrealistic 
expectations, such as high 
salary demands, which 
makes it challenging for 
the financial services sector 
to entice more young talents 
to join it.

‘The Gen Y workforce 
tends to job-hop, which 
can be a threat to their 
success,’ she says. ‘They 
need to recognise that 
frequent moves can reduce 
their chances of  their career 
advancement.’

Rethinking strategy
According to Soo Hoo 
Khoon Yean, partner and 
financial services leader at 
PwC Malaysia, the financial 
services sector as a whole 
needs to consider new 
thinking in HR strategy. For 
example, he suggests that 
companies consider flexible 
working hours, which are 
popular with working mums 
as well as Gen Y.

Soo Hoo says PwC has a 
work/life programme with 
three options: 

* flexible working 
arrangements, where 
people can choose to 
work between two and a 
half  and four days a week; 

* an option for staff  to 
plan in advance for 
additional time off  
beyond the annual leave 
entitlement;	» 
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FOR MORE INFORMATION:

Generation Y: Realising the Potential is available at  
www.accaglobal.com/ab50

on their employees to be 
their brand ambassadors 
and help to attract more 
talent to the company. At 
the end of  the day, it’s all 
about trust and having a 
common understanding of  
accountability.’ 

Rather than viewing social 
media as a distraction, Soo 
Hoo suggests that social 
media should be used to 
drive innovation through the 
sharing of  ideas and social 
collaboration, which helps to 
speed up communications 

among employees in 
dispersed locations. 

‘At PwC, we use an 
enterprise social business 
platform to connect 
with PwC staff  across 
our global network of  
firms to exchange ideas, 
collaborate on projects and 
find solutions to business 
issues. We find it helps 
us work more effectively 
and systematically, even 
though we work in different 
continents and time zones.’

The fun factor
At the end of  the day, Chew 
says that it is not merely the 
job description that entices 
Gen Y. She says that they are 
also looking for fun, quality 
social connections, good 
work-life balance, flexibility, 
personal development, 
and fast-track career 
advancement.

‘Despite the various 
challenges, Alliance 
Bank has seen a very 
encouraging outcome 
when Gen Y are integrated 
in the right manner with 
other employees as they 
are enthusiastic, optimistic 
and full of  ideas,’ she says, 
adding that the positive 
energy, once harnessed, 
will ensure the continued 
creativity and progress of  
the financial services sector.

Forrester’s Teo advises: 
‘Gen Y, as a group, constantly 
seek feedback and guidance, 
so managers should strive 
to keep them frequently in 
the loop, and offer constant 
praise and reassurance to 
their young charges. They 
will also benefit greatly 
from mentors who can help 
guide and develop their 
budding careers.’ ■

Edwin Yapp, journalist

* career breaks, allowing 
staff  to apply for one 
to three months off  for 
personal/professional 
development.

Apart from this Soo Hoo says 
PwC allows staff  at manager 
level and above to choose 
where they work, as long as 
they remain contactable and 
available to their clients. 

‘This allows them to be 
more flexible and mobile. 
For example, if  they are in 
between client meetings, 
then they may choose to 
work from a café that’s 
closer to where the meetings 
are rather than drive all 
the way back to the office 
and out again. 

‘We also have a subsidy 
which allows managers 
and above to claim a 
capped amount from a 
range of  categories, which 
include travel, well-being, 
self-interest and personal 
development, among others.’

As for the consumption 
of  social media for Gen Y 
during work hours, Soo 
Hoo believes the trend is 
an unstoppable one and 
that it’s pointless trying to 
restrict staff  using social 
media at work. 

‘We suggest that 
companies provide the 
right guidelines and 
recommendations, so 
that they can leverage 

▌▌▌GEN Y ARE ALSO LOOKING FOR FUN, QUALITY 
SOCIAL CONNECTIONS, GOOD WORK-LIFE BALANCE, 
FLEXIBILITY AND PERSONAL DEVELOPMENT
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Despite efforts over the past 15 years 
or so to energise shareholder activism 
in the Malaysian capital market, it 
continues to develop at a glacial pace. 
Will that change with the impending 
introduction of the Malaysian Code for 
Institutional Investors?

It will not be long before we find out. 
Public consultation on the proposed 
code was due to end on 28 February, 
which should mean that the final 
version will be released no later than 
June. That the code has finally been 
drafted is already an achievement. 

The idea of  institutional investors 
spearheading shareholder activism 
in Malaysia has been talked about for 
some years. It is only logical to expect 
the likes of  investment management 
companies, pension and provident 
funds and insurance companies to 
take on this responsibility because 
they have far more resources 
and expertise than do individual 
investors. Yet, it is difficult to get 
things going.

In the wake of  the 1997/98 
Asian financial crisis, a high-
level Finance Committee on 
Corporate Governance looked 
to establish a framework 
for corporate governance 
and to design best practices 
for corporate governance. 
The committee’s seminal 
Report on Corporate 
Governance came out 
in early 1999.

A key 
recommendation 
was that the 
Minority Shareholder 
Watchdog Group 
(MSWG) be set up to 
monitor and combat 
abuses by insiders 
against the minority. 
This was promptly 
implemented and 
today the group is a 
prominent component 
of  Malaysia’s 
corporate governance 

2011. Said the regulator in the 
blueprint: ‘The formulation of  
a new industry-driven code can 
strengthen the accountability  of  
institutional investors to their own 
members and investors… It is also 
important for institutional investors 
to include governance analysis in their 
investment appraisal to help identify 
better governed companies.’

This was the cue for several 
large government-linked funds and 
associations of  investors to come 
together, led by the MSWG, to hammer 
out the Malaysian Code for Institutional 
Investors. The code sets out eight broad 
principles, followed by guidance to help 
institutional investors understand and 
implement the principles.

Institutional investors are 
encouraged to be signatories of  the 
code. They are expected to report 
annually on their application of  the 

principles; where there is 
a departure, it should 
be explained.

This is similar to 
how listed companies 
articulate in annual 
reports their adoption 
of  the Malaysian Code 
on Corporate Governance. 
Clearly, the hope is that 
the Malaysian Code for 
Institutional Investors 
will boost shareholder 

activism in the same way. 
At the moment, 

institutional investors may 
not be as motivated as listed 
companies in embracing codified 
principles, but sooner or later 
the investing public will learn 
the advantage of  favouring 

fund managers who truly value 
corporate governance and effective 
stewardship. When institutional 

investors are slow to realise 
this, they risk being left 
out in the cold. ■

Errol Oh is executive editor 
of The Star

framework. However, the report also 
noted that this was only a first step 
towards encouraging shareholder 
activism in Malaysia. 

This point was raised again in 
the Securities Commission’s (SC) 
first Capital Market Masterplan, 
published in 2001. This time, 
there was a specific plan involving 
institutional investors: to develop a 
set of  principles, best practices and 
standards to encourage institutional 
investor activism in corporate 
governance and the promotion of  
shareholder value recognition. 

The set of  principles, best 
practices and standards did not 
materialise until the SC published 
its Corporate Governance Blueprint 

Seize the opportunity
Institutional investors must be at the vanguard of shareholder activism. And with a  
code of conduct in the offing, is the message finally getting through, asks Errol Oh
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When your people hate their job
Many employees in Asia are just coasting along or even actively loathing their occupation, 
according to a Gallup survey. But you can do something about it, says Cesar Bacani

Ask a CFO in Asia what keeps him or 
her up at night and chances are that 
recruitment and retention of finance 
talent will top the list. So the latest 
Gallup research report, State of the 
Global Workplace, should resonate 
with the region’s finance leaders. 

The international polling 
organisation interviewed more than 
225,000 employees in 142 countries 
in 2011 and 2012. After crunching and 
analysing the data last year, Gallup 
concluded that only 6% of  workers in 
East Asia – which includes China, Hong 
Kong and Japan – can be said to be 
engaged employees. That’s less than 
half  of  the global average of  13%.

By ‘engaged’, Gallup means 
someone who is ‘involved in, 
enthusiastic about, and committed 
to their work and contributes to the 
organisation in a positive manner’. 
Those it describes as ‘disengaged’ 
perform their role but are not 
emotionally connected to the job, while 
those who are ‘actively disengaged’ 
hate their job and want others in the 
organisation to hate their jobs, too.

The worrying finding in China and 
Hong Kong is that 20% of  professional 
workers, managers and executives 
hate their job, indicating that active 
disengagement among finance 
professionals is high as well.

One can question the validity of  
these findings, but this is Gallup, the 
granddaddy of  pollsters, and the 
survey universe is nearly a quarter 
of  a million people. In any case, 
the value of  the study does not 
lie in how well some countries 
and regions are doing 
against others – although 
the Philippines was found 
to have the highest 
proportion of  engaged 
employees at 29%. 

The real value of  
this research is that 
it focuses attention on 
the issue of  keeping 
employees engaged, 
rather than allowing 

should examine not only the 
candidate’s technical skills and 
experience; equally importantly, they 
should give weight to his or her ability 
to serve as a catalyst in building 
engaged work teams.

Managers should be coached 
and mentored on engagement issues 
– and then held accountable for their 
teams’ level of  engagement. They 
should develop engagement plans 
with their team members, track their 
progress, and continuously focus on 
emotionally engaging them. Achieving 
these goals should be a factor for 
promotion and in the manager’s 
performance review.

It is also helpful to focus on the 
employee’s strengths, rather than on 
his or her weaknesses. ‘Trying to get 

employees to fix their weaknesses 
doesn’t work,’ writes Gallup 

chairman and CEO 
Jim Clifton in 
the report. 
‘Weaknesses 
can’t be 

developed much 
at all – but employees’ 

strengths can be developed 
infinitely.’ The trick is to make 

sure that employees were hired 
because of  their actual and 

potential strengths in the first place. 
‘Ensure that managers discuss 

employee engagement elements at 
weekly meetings and in one-on-one 
sessions with employees to weave 
engagement into daily interactions 
and activities related to their 
performance objectives,’ suggests 
the report. 

It takes a lot of  hard work, 
time and effort on the part 

of  every individual, particularly 
manager, to enhance engagement 

levels across an organisation. 
But the outcome is a much 
happier workplace – and a 
more profitable company. ■

Cesar Bacani is editor-in-chief 
of CFO Innovation

them to be disengaged – or, worse, 
turn them into actively disengaged 
staff. It also recommends action steps 
that companies can take to improve 
satisfaction in the workplace.

One recommendation is obvious but 
can sometimes be ignored or forgotten. 
This is the importance of  choosing the 
right manager. As the business saying 
goes, people don’t leave companies; 
they leave their managers. ‘Generally 
speaking, employees’ perceptions of  
their primary manager influence about 
70% of  their engagement,’ notes the 
Gallup report.

When recruiting or 
promoting managers, 
including finance 
leaders, companies 
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Destination: Dubai
The UAE meeting of ACCA’s international Council will let us forge partnerships and talk to 
members not just in the Middle East but South Asia too, says ACCA president Martin Turner

Later this month, myself and my Council colleagues will be meeting 
in Dubai, in the United Arab Emirates.

Every two years since 2006 international Council meetings 
have been held away from ACCA’s corporate HQ, giving 
Council members an opportunity to see the work 
undertaken by ACCA in important and influential 
markets. Meetings have taken place in Kuala Lumpur, 
Beijing, Prague and Nairobi and, judging from their 
success, Council will gain an invaluable insight 
into how our members are contributing to the 
fast-developing and rapidly changing Middle East 
economy, and how ACCA can enable them to meet 
challenges and take opportunities in their careers.

We will meet with senior business contacts, 
employers and learning providers in the UAE, 
and the Dubai staging will also enable us to visit 
Oman, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka and Pakistan, to 
talk to members, employers and regulators and 
explore how we can forge further partnerships with 
important stakeholders and contribute to economic 
development in those countries.

We will also use the visit to discuss critical issues 
for the profession – women in finance, the future 
of  corporate reporting, and the complete finance 
professional – and I am sure these will inform our 
thinking in these key areas for the future. 

The meeting comes at an important time for the region, 
where ACCA has already seen significant growth, but where 
there is still a need for more professional accountants to 
help drive the economies. There is also an opportunity for the 
accountancy profession itself  to develop greater national and 
regional impact and influence. Many economies are looking at 
developing financial services centres, given the shift in the  
economic epicentre of  the global economy. Significantly, Dubai 
recently won the right to stage the Expo 2020 trade convention, 
which we believe will create further opportunities for 
finance professionals working in the region.

The region has already created many 
opportunities. There has been a rapid 
growth in member numbers in the UAE. 
More than 1,300 members now work 
in the Emirates, many having moved 
there to pursue their careers.

I look forward to meeting with 
as many members in the region 
as possible and hearing their 
views on how we can continue 
to be successful in such an 
important market. ■

Martin Turner FCCA is a 
management consultant 
in the UK health sector
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‘ PROVIDING THE NEXT GENERATION WITH 
OPPORTUNITIES HAS AN ADDED URGENCY’ 
YASIR GHANI FCCA, VICE PRESIDENT, INTERNAL 
AUDIT, NCB CAPITAL, JEDDAH, SAUDI ARABIA

SNAPSHOT:
CONSTRUCTION
Construction is a fast-moving 
and dynamic environment that 
is getting investment interest 
from across the globe.

In China, the sector is still 
dominated by Chinese state-
owned enterprises supplying 
the bulk of  construction 
activity although rising labour 
costs, a burgeoning middle 
class and growing concern 
over environmental issues are 
gaining momentum, creating 
opportunities for EU SMEs 
that can bring technology and 
know-how into the market.

KPMG’s Construction and 
Real Estate team says: ‘Hong 
Kong is a recognised centre 
for real-estate construction, 
development and investment. 
In China, the sector is 
developing rapidly in Beijing, 
Shanghai, Guangzhou and 
Shenzhen, and now expanding.’

Accountants in the sector 
advise businesses on the 
financial aspects of  real estate 
ownership and development. 
Roles cover all aspects of  
accounting, tax, surveying, 
banking and corporate finance.

838 METRES
Beset with bureaucratic delays 
and stop-start construction, 
Sky City, in Changsha, Hunan, 
China, is set to become the 
world’s tallest building when it 
is completed. At 838 metres, it 
would be 10 metres taller than 
the Burj Khalifa in Dubai, which 
has claimed the accolade since 
its opening in 2010. 

The view from

My remit is wide and 
varied – but everything 
revolves around mitigating 
risk. The people internal 
audit supports – the senior 
executive team and the 
company’s audit committee 
– need reassurance that 
our governance procedures 
are robust and effective, 
and that we take a 
systematic approach to 
deploying resources and people. But 
it’s also about remaining vigilant for 
opportunities to improve the quality 
of  our processes and due diligence 
activities, taking financial, operational, 
commercial, regulatory and reputational 
risk into consideration.

Perceptions of internal audit are 
changing. Throughout industry and 
commerce – and especially in banking 
– senior management teams and 
functional heads increasingly rely 
on their internal audit colleagues for 
information and insights that support 
commercial and operational objectives, 
and not just for reassurance that 
legislative and regulatory compliance 
is in good order. It’s always satisfying 
to experience the sense that my ideas 
and initiative are valued, and that the 
business recognises and appreciates 
the proactive approach I strive to foster 
throughout my team, regardless of  
whether they’re our own employees or 
specialist contractors drafted in from 
professional services firms.

It’s a fascinating time to work 
in banking in Saudi Arabia. The 
economy is opening up rapidly, with 
financial services markets proving 
especially attractive to investors and 
global organisations, from fellow G20 
countries and emerging markets alike. 
Our central bank and sovereign wealth 

funds are cash-rich, with 
a national budget that’s 
been run at a surplus for 
several years. Stability, 
certainty and a relatively 
conservative outlook are 
naturally appealing to 
foreign organisations, while 
the arrival of  global names 
– whether on a stand-alone 
basis or in joint ventures 
with Saudi organisations – 

makes for a more dynamic, competitive 
marketplace. Experience of  trading 
and investing within an Islamic finance 
framework, and familiarity with local 
business and workplace cultures give 
Saudi organisations a headstart, but 
banks from the US, the UK, Europe 
and Asia Pacific have made successful 
inroads in the Gulf  states; there’s no 
reason to expect them not to do the 
same in Saudi Arabia. 

Talent attraction and retention is a 
challenge for everyone. Established 
world-class financial centres – such as 
London, New York and Sydney – are 
magnets for banking professionals. 
As our banking industry matures, 
bringing the next generation onboard, 
while providing opportunities to 
develop technical and commercial 
skillsets, takes on an added urgency. 
Saudi employers are required to focus 
recruitment campaigns on hiring 
and training Saudi workers, as part 
of  wider initiatives to address skill 
shortages among local talent pools. 
From a banking perspective, that’s a 
worthwhile long-term goal. We may 
face the occasional challenge when 
seeking people with the right mix 
of  technical ability, soft skills and 
market knowledge for certain roles 
but, ultimately, it supports capacity-
building and reduces the sector’s 
reliance on overseas talent. ■
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FOR MORE INFORMATION:

ACCA’s Innovations in access to 
finance for SMEs report is at www.

accaglobal.com/globalforums

Open sesame!
As bank financing for small and mid-size businesses has dried up, so a slew of innovative 
funding models has appeared. Rosanna Choi takes a look at what’s happening

crowdfunding or peer-to-peer platforms 
– essentially web-based matchmakers 
that bring savers and borrowers together. 
A large number of  these businesses 
are launching across Europe and the 
US as the regulation that governs 
their operations becomes clearer and 
investors search for higher yields than 
bank deposits and bond markets offer. 

The key innovation that underlies 
these new matchmakers is their 
creation of  online marketplaces in 
which loans and investments are 
assembled from multiple funders 
who compete to advance funding. 
For companies in the UK, platforms 
such as Funding Circle (loans) and 
Crowdcube (equity) offer new ways for 
SMEs to raise finance. SMEs benefit 
further from the competition such 

platforms stimulate among would-be 
investors and the ability to diversify the 
risk inherent in an exclusive relationship 
with a single finance provider, whose 
loyalty cannot be guaranteed. 

The ability of  such innovators 
to find a market depends on the 
willingness of  borrowers to transact 
online rather than face to face. This 
trend provides a foundation for 
much current innovation and has its 
precedent in the markets for such 
standard financial products as sales of  
car insurance in some countries. 

While supply chain finance (SCF) 
practices have been in place for over 
a decade, innovative structures have 
emerged. In addition to buyer-managed 
platforms and bank proprietary 
platforms, multibank platforms have 
drawn growing interest. On multibank 
platforms, SMEs that are accredited 
suppliers to big buyers can offer their 
invoices for sale to a panel of  financial 
buyers in return for immediate access 
to working capital.

Necessity is the mother of invention 
and the years since the global financial 
crisis have seen a burst of innovation 
in the way that funding is channelled 
to small businesses. In part, this 
reflects the well-documented problems 
in the banking systems of developed 
countries. There are, though, other 
factors that have resulted in an 
unusually fertile period for financial 
innovation. They cover everything from 
the spread of affordable technologies 
for distributing financial products to 
the greater availability of new sources 
of creditworthiness data on companies 
and the growth of private electronic 
payment systems.

In an effort to better understand 
the range of  developments that are 
under way in different parts of  the 
world, ACCA’s Global Forum for SMEs 
commissioned UK-based researcher 
Andy Davis to examine a range of  
emerging innovations in SME finance. 
The report describes some of  the new 
models, the main trends and obstacles.

The innovations come in many 
forms. Some, like the lending operation 
set up in 2010 by the giant Chinese 
e-commerce platform Alibaba, tap into 
a range of  important trends. Alibaba 
offers loans to merchants that sell via 
its platform, using its extensive cash 
resources to fund businesses excluded 
from conventional bank lending because 
of  a lack of  collateral and an absence 
of  adequate credit data. Because 
Alibaba operates its own payment 
system, it is able to assess credit risk 
by using the payment data generated by 
potential borrowers as they trade via its 
platform. The proprietary payment data 
is combined with sophisticated analysis 
to turn an unbankable group of  small 
businesses into a new lending market, 
which to date has seen more than 
US$2bn advanced.

Alibaba is an example of  a large 
non-financial company moving into SME 
lending as an extension of  its main 
business. Elsewhere, retail investors have 
started to lend directly to companies 
and take equity stakes via online 

▌▌▌RETAIL INVESTORS HAVE STARTED TO TAKE 
EQUITY STAKES VIA ONLINE CROWDFUNDING

Tools are also emerging to make 
this financing technique more easily 
deliverable in practice – for example, 
the Society for Worldwide Interbank 
Financial Telecommunication (SWIFT) 
and the International Chamber of  
Commerce launched the new payment 
method under the Bank Payment 
Obligation (BPO) standard in April 
2013 to make cross-border SCF 
transactions easier to undertake for 
banks. Together, tools and techniques 
like these have great potential for 
improving access to finance among 
SMEs but, as with all the innovations 
our report considers, there are barriers 
to be overcome before the full benefits 
will be felt.

Chief  among these is the general 
lack of  financial education among 

SME owners and managers. Many 
are unaware of  the range of  options 
now available to them to fund their 
businesses and how they work in 
practice and whether they might be 
appropriate. Uncertainty around the 
regulatory treatment of  financial 
innovations is another important 
barrier to finance.

Access to finance is an issue of  
pressing importance for SMEs. The 
current surge of  financial innovation 
is gathering momentum and small 
businesses need to be able to keep up, 
both in terms of  awareness as well as 
financial literacy, to ensure compliance 
with the rules and regulations. ■

Rosanna Choi FCCA is chair of ACCA’s 
Global Forum for SMEs

24 CORPORATE | SME FUNDING

ACCOUNTING AND BUSINESS

www.accaglobal.com/globalforums
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Chinese online giant Alibaba extends loans to businesses that use its e-commerce platform, 
assessing the credit risk by analysing the payment data they generate in their trades
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Investor capture – a justified cost
Professor Wang Hua explains why it is important for companies in China to provide a 
diverse range of investors with relevant and real-time information

of  contradictions between information 
need and provision, such as that 
between the traditional financial report 
and the diversified channels from which 
investors can gain information, the 
report providing financial information 
and the investors’ need for more non-
financial information, as well as the 
disclosures required by supervisory 
bodies and the information demand 
of  the investors for the investment 
decision beyond these rules. Especially 
in the big data era, the financial report 
has the challenge of  changing the 
information content to keep pace with 
developing investor requirements.

The financial report will be 
more comprehensive as a result of  
these trends. Investors will want to 
consider a range of  factors alongside 
conventional financial data when 
making investment decisions. They will 
be looking for information on corporate 
governance structures, future plans 
and perspectives, operation modes 

The financial report helps 
investors and potential 
investors to keep abreast of a 
company’s financial situation, 
operational revenue and 
cashflow as well as related 
information that can help them 
make investment decisions. 

The capital market in 
China has developed from 
being relatively chaotic and 
closed into a more orderly 
and open market. Investors 
have accordingly started to 
act rationally and maturely 
rather than opportunistically. 
With the improvement in 
professional knowledge and 
knowledge of  the capital 
market, potential investors 
now have higher expectations 
of  financial reporting. 

First, they care not only about 
financial information but also 
about non-financial information 
and pay more attention than 
before to the trends in a 
company’s development. The 
information in the traditional financial 
report is therefore not enough. 

Second, potential investors focus on 
the possible risks a company may face 
and its capacity to control those risks. 

Third, they hope that the amount 
of  irrelevant information that flows 
between the company and themselves 
will be kept to a minimum, and that the 
company can provide all its investors 
with the information they want. 

Last but not least, in the big data 
era, quality potential investors expect 
direct and real-time information from 
the company in order to make their 
investment decisions. 

To keep investors’ requirements at 
the forefront is the basic principle in 
the compilation of  financial reports. 
Potential investors are paying greater 
attention to the pertinence of  financial 
information to the investment decision, 
and how to make it relevant has 
become the key to improving financial 
reporting. There are several instances 

and key performance, external 
relationship management, 
internal control systems and 
risk management, community 
responsibility, environmental 
policy, and so on. 

Costs and benefits
Undoubtedly, the cost of  
providing this information to an 
increasingly diverse range of  
investors will lead to increased 
costs for companies. Simple 
or complicated, general or 
detailed, comprehensive or 
specified, in a traditional way or 
using modern technologies, the 
company will have to choose 
whether to keep the costs of  
compiling the financial report 
low, or to spend more so that it 
can better meet the information 
demand of  future investors. 

In fact, the financial report 
should be in accordance with 
the cost-benefit principle. In my 
opinion, the cost here includes 
the manpower, material and 

financial resources for compiling the 
report, while the benefit is about making 
good use of  unique financial information 
to win the favour and interest of  
potential investors, who can become the 
loyal shareholders of  tomorrow. 

To meet potential investors’ 
demands for diversified information 
and to give them more confidence 
in the company is the sustainable 
driving force for the development 
of  the cost-benefit principle as well 
as its foundation. What’s more, it is 
increasingly important for a company 
to establish a healthy corporate culture 
that takes sincerity and authenticity 
as primary principles and applies 
them through the whole process of  
compiling the financial report. ■

Wang Hua is a professor of accounting 
and doctoral supervisor of accounting 
at Jinan University, and current 
president of Guangdong University of 
Finance and Economics
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I’m on a mission to build 
our brand in an important, 
strategically located 
emerging market. Crowe 
Horwath wants to become 
one of  the most reputable 
public accountancy 
and consulting firms 
in Mongolia. When I 
joined, it wasn’t an 
established name here; 
three years on and it’s 
so far, so good. Another objective 
is to extend the network’s global 
reach, helping member firms to 
take advantage of  inbound and 
outbound opportunities.

Mongolia is rich in natural 
resources, making it a key target 
for multinationals. The country has 
already attracted global players in the 
industry, accompanied by Big Four, top-
10 and mid-tier professional services 
firms like us. My own background is in 
oil and gas, having trained at KPMG  
in Malaysia and worked in its specialist 
energy team. I frequently call on that 
previous experience, since most of  
my clients are mining companies, and 
there are many similarities in terms  
of  financial and operational set-up.

Much of my work focuses on due 
diligence on behalf of potential 
investors and acquisitive foreign 
organisations. Many of  the companies 
which look to do business in emerging 
markets want to explore opportunities 
for mergers, acquisitions or joint 
ventures; financial modelling and 
business valuation are critical 
components of  our overall service 
offering. Securing that kind of  business 
often requires bringing in colleagues 
from other Crowe Horwath firms to 
support local staff; the associated 
transfer of  knowledge gives us an 

‘HOW MANY ACCA MEMBERS HAVE BEEN 
TAUGHT TO COOK LAMB STEW ON HOT STONES?’  
AZMI OSMAN ACCA, PARTNER, CROWE 
HORWATH, ULAANBAATAR, MONGOLIA

added edge in the face 
of  competition from local 
firms. It’s a good example 
of  why membership of  an 
international network is 
important for firms outside 
the Big Four seeking to 
capitalise on opportunities 
in emerging markets. 

Patience and adaptability 
go hand in hand with 

calculated risk-taking. They’re not 
mutually exclusive commodities 
although, like other firms, we too 
have to overcome a shortage of  
professionally qualified people 
with those attributes. Add in the 
fact that, for most people who 
come here, Mongolia represents 
an environment in which both 
living and working are unlike 
anything they’ve experienced 
anywhere else. We prefer to employ 
local staff  and help them to 
develop the skills we need, through 
internships, in-house training and 
funding studies towards professional 
qualifications like ACCA’s. 

Relocation isn’t for everyone – but  
I’ve found it to be uniquely stimulating 
and rewarding in equal measure.  
I don’t get much spare time here – it’s 
far removed from a traditional nine-to-
five role – but when I get the chance, 
I enjoy exploring the countryside 
with my family. Moving here has been 
a refreshing and intriguing change of  
culture and lifestyle; I’ve even spent 
time living in a nomadic yurt out in 
the steppes. Yes, there are almost 
constant demands on my time – but it 
continues to be an amazing experience. 
And how many of  my fellow ACCA 
members can say they’ve been taught 
by clients how to cook lamb stew 
outdoors on hot stones? ■

SNAPSHOT:
TECH SPACE
Asia Pacific is regarded 
by many as the home of 
technology. The Japanese 
electronics sector gave the US 
a run for its money 30 years 
ago, and continuing advances 
have meant that the region is 
on the technological cutting 
edge in almost every industry.

‘Practice accountants 
working in the Asia Pacific 
region should have a relatively 
good standard of  technological 
knowledge, especially if  
working with tech clients,’ says 
CareersinAudit’s marketing 
director Simon Wright. ‘Tech 
clients would expect their 
accounting professionals or 
auditors to understand their 
business and industry.’

Wright says it is important 
for accounting professionals to 
highlight their technology skills 
and experience. ‘They should 
demonstrate a keen interest in 
the sector by reading up on the 
latest developments within the 
company in question as well as 
the sector on a general level.

‘Hot spots are Hong Kong, 
Shanghai, Taipei, Tokyo, Sydney 
and Singapore – these cities 
have the most job opportunities 
for accounting professionals 
working within the IT sector.’

The view from

2.8m
The Malaysian government’s 
National Broadband Initiative 
will see a RM1.8bn investment 
boost in 2014 to provide an 
extra 2.8m households with 
high-speed broadband.
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Happy to be here?
A study of audit staff in Asia Pacific reveals dissatisfaction and lays out how firms can 
recruit – and retain – talent. ACCA’s Chiew Chun Wee explains

It’s not at all uncommon to find 
external auditors in many parts of 
Asia Pacific putting in long hours at 
work, and the profession is generally 
not expected to enjoy great work-life 
balance. In a few extreme cases, 
young professionals have reportedly 
died of overwork. As a result, the 
attractions of an audit career are 
not necessarily obvious to the new 
generation of talent with a different 
outlook in life. The motivation and 
quality of audit staff fundamentally 
affect audit quality, so talent 
management understandably ranks 
high among audit firms’ priorities.

It was against this backdrop that 
ACCA undertook the largest and most 
in-depth survey of  audit staff  in three 
Asia Pacific countries in collaboration 
with the audit regulators in the 
respective markets – the Accounting 
and Corporate Regulatory Authority 
(ACRA) in Singapore, the Audit 
Oversight Board (AOB) in Malaysia 
and the Securities and Exchange 
Commission (SEC) in Thailand. The 
results of  the three surveys provide 
audit practices with cross-firm and 
cross-market comparisons. They also 
offer a blueprint for actions for audit 
firm management for shaping their 
talent attraction and retention strategy.

Highly valuable career
In all three markets, staff  see an audit 
career as valuable in professional 
development because of  the extensive 
learning experience it offers. Auditors 
are given a ‘licence to be nosey’. 
Their work gives them an in-depth 
appreciation of  the inner workings of  
their clients, and they rapidly acquire 
business knowledge in a range of  
markets and industries, identifying 
best practices as well as weaknesses 
in process and controls. In addition, 
audit staff  clearly enjoy a great sense 
of  comradeship with their colleagues 
(‘suffer and reap the fruits of  labour 
together!’). In fact, in Malaysia, 86% 

of  external auditors who responded 
to the survey said they enjoyed 
the nature of  audit 
work.

Yet only a 
low proportion 
of  respondents 
said they were satisfied 
with their career in 
audit, and many intend 
to leave in the near 
future. In Singapore, for 
example, only 38% of  staff  
were satisfied, with 65% 
planning to move on within 
three years. Many want to see 
fundamental changes. 

The whys
Much of  the dissatisfaction stems from 
workloads outpacing rewards. Staff’s 
passion for audit has to compete with 

frustrations with work-life imbalance. 
Respondents felt their high workload 
was clearly and strongly connected 
to clients’ need to strengthen their 
financial reporting capabilities, and 
to pay fees that reflect the true value 
of  an audit. Competition among audit 
firms is fierce, reducing auditors’ 
bargaining power. The knock-on effect 
is that audit clients sometimes get 
away with producing sub-standard 
work. This ultimately costs auditors 
time and effort and significantly 
impacts their productivity, motivation 
and job satisfaction.

There is no silver bullet for this 
deep-rooted issue. Audit staff  believe 
– and we agree – that the entire 
reporting ecosystem of  preparers 
(clients), regulators and accounting 
industry at large needs to coordinate 

and work with the audit profession 
to raise the quality of  reporting. And 
that game raising needs to start from 
the source – the preparers. 

From the perspective of  the audit 
firms, engagement management needs 
to enforce the ethics of  the profession 
up to the highest level. Constant 
communication between an audit firm’s 
engagement management and its 
clients is crucial to eliminate obstacles 
and prevent misunderstandings. 
Encouraging clients to improve 
their accounting practices and their 
understanding of  financial reporting 
standards will expand clients’ 
competencies and raise the quality 
of  financial reports. Audit staff  
also crave even greater involvement 
and leadership from engagement 
management throughout audits.

▌▌▌A COMMON SLOGAN OF AUDIT FIRMS 
IS THAT THEIR PEOPLE ARE THEIR GREATEST 
ASSETS. THE ASSETS THINK DIFFERENTLY
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Their greatest assets
A common slogan of  audit firms is 
that their people are their greatest 
assets. The assets think differently. 
When asked if  they thought their 
superiors would try to understand 
their concerns and work to retain 
them if  they decide to go, only 62% 
in Malaysia and 56% in Singapore 
answered ‘Yes’.

Audit firms need to move beyond 
slogans and take concrete steps 
to show they value staff  and are 
genuinely concerned about their well-
being. Well-received initiatives include 
flexible working arrangements, 
sponsorship of  further studies and 
professional qualifications, as well as 
recreational corners, bring-your-child 
days and gym access. 

The outsourcing of  administration 
and routine tasks would enable audit 
staff  to focus more on core, significant 
tasks. It would reduce working hours, 
raise productivity and alleviate work 
pressures. Other initiatives that are 
seldom available but yearned for 
by staff  are 360-degree feedback 
and more structured and frequent 
job rotation within a firm’s different 
divisions. However, nothing is more 
critical than allocating jobs equitably 
and providing sufficient resources for 
each assignment. 

One major bank was recently 
reported to have put in place a no-
work-on-Saturday rule for its junior 
bankers. This kind of  move sends 
out an unmistakable message 
from the top that long hours 
are not encouraged, and that top 
management, in a word, cares.

Have wings, will fly
In today’s globalised economy, 
a clear premium is attached to 
international experience, and audit 
staff  get that opportunity by going on 
secondments. Secondment benefits 
include diversified work experience 
in terms of  culture, working styles 
and an entirely different set of  client 
portfolios. Some survey respondents 
thought a prolonged overseas stint 
would improve their communication 
skills, broaden their horizons, and 
enhance their CVs. 

In Singapore, almost all the male 

respondents under the age of  25 
were keen on an overseas posting. In 
Thailand, 75% said they would take 
up such an opportunity, although 
some staff  at mid-tier firms did not 
see such opportunities as being 
available to them.

Firms would be better able to give 
employees what they want and to 
enhance their own attractiveness to 
talent by working more closely with 
overseas affiliated offices to explore 
more international staff  exchange, 
including shorter-term arrangements.

Only a fifth of  respondents across 
all three markets said they aspired to 
make partner. The proportion dropped 
to a tenth for female respondents in 
Singapore and Malaysia. The female-
to-male ratio of  audit staff  
is roughly 6:4 from 
entry to managerial 
level, but at partner 
level changes 
hugely to about 
2:8. 

The relatively 
low proportion of  

audit staff  aspiring to 
make it to partner could 

be in part a consequence 
of  the profession’s work-life 

challenge. However, for those 
with the capability and will 
to attain the Holy Grail of  the 
audit profession, firms should 
address what respondents 
saw as unclear partnership 

pathways and admission criteria. 
As regards the gender imbalance 

at the top, firms should consider 
whether their work arrangements are 
conducive to family commitments 
(a factor that is equally applicable 
to male staff). Some respondents 
suggested showcasing female role 
models in a more pronounced manner 
and offering more targeted mentoring 
to earmarked female candidates.

Communication
Audit firms need to create an 
engaging and open culture where 
employees have the confidence to 
talk about their well-being as well as 
career satisfaction. 
They need to 
ensure that 
staff  concerns 

are dealt with 
transparently so 

that even if  they 
are not completely satisfied, 

staff  know those concerns are not 
merely swept under the carpet. The 

talent issues highlighted in the survey 
reports provide a good starting point. 
Talent management policies need to 
progress with time and be subject to 
rigorous field-testing to ensure they 
are fit for purpose. All efforts will 
pay dividends in time in the form of  
reduced staff  costs and the elevation 
of  audit quality.■

Chiew Chun Wee is head of policy, 
Asia Pacific, ACCA

FOR MORE INFORMATION:

Read the Talent attraction in audit reports: www.accaglobal.com/ab45
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RICH TAPESTRY
A matter of  degrees
While the opportunities for the sector are significant, 
determining the ultimate success of  the AEC will be 
a matter of  degrees. It is almost certain that the joint 
economic community will be launched; the question is how 
effective it will be. Even if  it gets past entrenched political 
and historical rivalries, there are enormous economic and 
developmental disparities among members; for example, 
in 2011, Myanmar had a per capita GDP of  US$1,325 
compared with around US$60,000 in Singapore. 

There are two key hurdles that ASEAN will have to 
overcome for the AEC to be effective. The first and most 
visible challenge is physical infrastructure, which is great 
in Singapore, reasonable in Thailand and Malaysia but 
lacking in Indonesia, Vietnam and Myanmar. Roads range 
from fantastic to non-existent. Railway gauges vary. Ports 
in Singapore and Thailand are large and efficient, but 
barely move in parts of  Indonesia. Singapore has the best 
infrastructure in the world, according to a 2012 survey of  
221 cities by Mercer; no other ASEAN city was anywhere 
near the top 50. By some estimates, some US$60bn in 
infrastructure will be needed over the next decade. 

With a population of  250 million, Indonesia is the largest 
country in the group but has few good highways and an 
underserved water-transport sector marked by backwards 
and inefficient ports. It has put in place initiatives to speed 
up the development of  infrastructure, which it sees as a key 
sector, according to Sinthya Roesly, president director of  the 
Indonesia Infrastructure Guarantee Fund.

‘The challenge is similar in countries like Thailand, the 
Philippines, Indonesia and so on,’ said Roesly, speaking 
during January’s Asian Financial Forum (AFF) meeting 
in Hong Kong. ‘What we are providing is the guarantees, 
particularly against political risk, through various contracts 
with the private sector and also the government.’ Roesly’s 
agency has already guaranteed one project, a coal-fired 
power plant to be built by 2019. 

T 
he 10 members of the Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations (ASEAN) are strengthening their trade 
and economic links as they prepare to launch a joint 
economic community. Creating a single economic 

bloc should allow ASEAN members, most of which have 
undeveloped but fast-growing economies, to take a larger 
share of the global economy while facilitating mutual 
trade, economic development and investment. 

The aim of  the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) is 
to create a common market between member countries – 
Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, 
Philippines, Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam – by 2015. 
This will be more integrated than the North American Free 
Trade Agreement (NAFTA) or South America’s Mercosur 
trade bloc, although less so than the European Union. 

The opportunities inherent in the push for a single 
economic community are many, particularly for accountancy 
and consulting firms that can work with ASEAN companies 
both domestically and internationally. For example, last 
August PwC launched a joint venture, based in Singapore, 
that involves consulting practices in South-East Asia, New 
Zealand, Australia and the US. EY also has an ASEAN 
practice based out of  Singapore. 

Deloitte was quickest out of  the gate. Member firms in 
Singapore, Malaysia, Indonesia, Thailand, the Philippines and 
Guam set up Deloitte ASEAN in 2006 with 150 partners and 
3,500 staff. Last October, Deloitte Thailand announced plans 
to expand into Cambodia and Laos, while the Southeast Asia 
practice aims to enhance the movement of  professionals in 
the region to prepare for the launch of  the AEC.  

In 2012 KPMG was the first of  the Big Four to set up 
operations in Myanmar. The firm has been stepping up its 
regional role; global chairman Michael Andrew is based in 
Hong Kong. 

‘The whole reason I am on the job is emerging markets 
and high-growth markets,’ he told Accounting and Business 
last November. ‘This is where our future is.’
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The creation of the ASEAN Economic Community could bring exciting opportunities for 
the accounting profession – provided that infrastructure and connectivity are in place

The opportunities inherent in infrastructure investment 
have not gone unnoticed. China, ASEAN’s largest trading 
partner, has already invested US$700m in 11 projects 
through the China-ASEAN Investment Cooperation Fund, 
according to CEO Li Yao. During a visit to Indonesia last 
October, China’s president Xi Jinping proposed the creation 
of  a bank to invest in infrastructure across ASEAN. 

Building connectivity
The second challenge is connectivity in terms of  trade 
and regulation. This is particularly important in an age of  
complicated supply chains. 

‘We are now seeing an increase in intermediate goods, 
intra-industry trade and supply chains, which use border 
transactions more aggressively and help SMEs to globalise,’ 
said Alan Bollard, executive director of  the Asia Pacific 
Economic Cooperation (APEC) Secretariat, speaking at the 
AFF meeting. ‘Rules of  origin and value added are much 
more complex.’ 

For example, the Apple iPhone supply chain extends 
throughout Asia Pacific. The US is responsible for research, 
development and design. Malaysia manufactures the chips. 
Japan makes inductor coils. Taiwan fabricates fingerprint 
sensors. The phones are eventually assembled in China. 
ASEAN countries could take up more of  this supply chain.

The reality, says Roy Kuan, managing partner for Asia 
at private equity firm CVC Capital Partners, is that most 
ASEAN countries are too small to thrive on their own but 
as a unified market they can generate more opportunities 
and attract more investors. But for this to happen, a more 

productive ASEAN domestic market has to emerge. ASEAN 
members typically trade much more with China, Europe and 
North America than with each other, and this has to change. 

Still, there are a number of  concerns. Even after it is 
unified, ASEAN would remain relatively underdeveloped as 
a group. Not only is economic development disparate but 
skills are often lacking – a key concern for 85% of  ASEAN 

CEOs surveyed by PwC in 2013 as part 
of  its 16th Annual Global CEO Survey. 

Eliminating barriers to the 
movement of  goods and people 
between ASEAN countries is key for 
the AEC to succeed. ‘Free trade is 
critical for economic development and 
this is key for ASEAN,’ Dr Xiao Geng, 

vice president of  research at the Fung Global Institute in 
Hong Kong, told delegates at the AFF meeting. 

Already, ASEAN members have eliminated some 
80,000 tariffs and barriers but the movement of  goods 
is not yet seamless within the region. Ultimately, the biggest 
gains for ASEAN will come from within if  truly free trade 
becomes a reality, people can move freely between the 
various markets and domestic consumption on a regional 
scale powers forward. 

As Kuan concluded: ‘The biggest opportunity in ASEAN 
is within ASEAN itself.’ ■

Alfred Romann, journalist

▌▌▌THERE ARE ENORMOUS ECONOMIC AND 
DEVELOPMENTAL DISPARITIES. SMOOTHING OUT 
INFRASTRUCTURE IS A GARGANTUAN TASK

FOR MORE INFORMATION:

‘Close to the action’, AB.CN, November 2013:  
www.accaglobal/ab59

Read PwC’s 16th Annual Global CEO Survey report, 
Dealing with disruption: Adapting to survive and thrive, at 

www.pwc.com/gx/en/ceo-survey/2013/index.jhtml
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CASH BEYOND COINS
Virtual currency Bitcoin is revolutionising online trade, but why has it stoked controversy?
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F
or speculators, Bitcoin has emerged as the stuff that 
both dreams and nightmares are made of. A digital 
currency with no intrinsic value, the price of a single 
Bitcoin was around US$10 at the beginning of 2013. 

By 29 November, its value exceeded US$1,200, largely 
powered by Chinese buyers. And at one point on  
15 January, a single Bitcoin was trading at US$958 on 
MtGox, the largest exchange in the world. In just a few hours, 
the price had risen from about US$910. Ten days earlier, 
Bitcoin’s price had topped US$1,000 for the second time in 
as many months after video game firm Zynga said purchases 
in some games could be paid for in the currency. 

The practical uses for Bitcoin are growing, and proponents 
are wanting more of  it. On a single day, 14 January, digital-
currency website CoinDesk covered a Bitcoin-based salary 
payment platform and an online eyewear company that had 
started accepting payments in the cryptocurrency, reported 
that Wells Fargo was considering its position on the subject – 
while newspaper Chicago Sun-Times was considering accepting 
it for subscriptions. Elsewhere, Bitcoin ATMs were reported  
to have been set up in Toronto, while a similar operation in New 
York was facing a regulatory issue. Meanwhile, Scotland had 
just introduced its first Bitcoin-enabled café. 

The evolution of  Bitcoin, it seems, is steady. It first surfaced 
in 2009 and remained on the fringes, being merely a hobby 
for the technologically savvy while a convenient tool for black-
market dealers, until it pushed its way into the public and 
regulatory spotlight last year. Then Chinese investors got into 
the action en masse and the value of  Bitcoin skyrocketed. 

‘China has the potential of  making or breaking Bitcoin,’ 
says Zennon Kapron, head of  Kapronasia, a market intelligence 
firm. ‘Bitcoin allows for the rapid movement of  renminbi out 
of  the country.’ Kapron was speaking in November, just before 
the currency’s value hit record highs. Bitcoinity, which tracks 
Bitcoin-related trends, said China accounted for about half  of  
Bitcoin’s daily global turnover. 

The party in China did not last long. Regulators shut down 
the RMB trade in Bitcoin and the price plummeted to less 
than half. On 5 December, the People’s Bank of  China banned 
dealing in Bitcoin to ‘safeguard the interests and property 
rights of  the public, protect the legal standing of  the renminbi, 
take precautions against the risk of  money laundering and 
maintain financial stability’. On 16 December, regulators 
ordered third-party payment agencies to halt custody, trading 
and other services related to Bitcoin. 

‘There is nothing unexpected about what is going on in 
China,’ says Anthony Hope, a former UK regulator and now 
director of  compliance at MatrixVision, a company that 

provides consulting services related to Bitcoin. ‘Regulation is 
almost universally event-driven.’ Still, by the end of  the year, 
the price was around US$700, not a bad single-year gain for 
an experimental cryptocurrency that few people understand. 

‘Bitcoin will be regulated. There is no question in my mind. 
It is not a question of  why it will be regulated or when it will be 
regulated, but how it will be regulated,’ Hope adds.

Other jurisdictions have taken different approaches. 
Germany has been at the forefront of  implementation: its 
finance ministry recognised Bitcoin as a ‘unit of  account’ in 
August, meaning it can be used for tax purposes and in trade. 
Under that market’s rules, it is a financial instrument, just like 
private money. At the time, one Bitcoin was worth US$119. 

Canada said in May that Bitcoin exchanges do not have to 
register with the Financial Transactions and Reports Analysis 
Centre of  Canada, which tracks money laundering and 
terrorism financing. It was no surprise, then, that Vancouver 
emerged as one of  the major Bitcoin trading centres in the 
world – at a time when a Bitcoin was worth about US$75. 

Last November, authorities in the US began examining the 
Bitcoin issue. The conclusion was fairly innocuous: that they 
believed there is a role for virtual currencies. In March 2013, 
the US Treasury Department’s Financial Crimes Enforcement 

Network had ordered Bitcoin exchanges 
to register. Bitcoin was then worth 
US$471. 

While Singapore is taking a positive 
stance, it warns that there is little 
legal protection for Bitcoin’s trade. In 
Hong Kong, one of  the world’s largest 

financial centres, Bitcoin is all but useless for everyday use 
such as trading or shopping, even if  entrepreneurs, traders 
and consultants emerge. Thailand has in effect banned it, but 
Honduras is more engaged, and is piloting the assimilation of  
digital currencies into the legal systems of  a number of  cities.

Regulatory semantics
‘It is difficult to say what Bitcoin is from a legal perspective,’ 
says Bill Fuggle, a partner at international law firm Baker & 
McKenzie who specialises in financial markets and has done 
some work with Bitcoin players. 

One approach to regulating the cryptocurrency would be 
to change the definitions of  what a financial instrument is and 
make them broad enough to include Bitcoin, he says. ‘Once 
you include it in the definitions, the financial rules kick in. You 
don’t need a unique regulatory structure.’ 

Even with all the regulatory uncertainty, investors are 
starting to look at the potential of  Bitcoin. Exchanges such as 
Japan-based MtGox, the largest and best-known, move around 
millions of  dollars every day. BTC China is the dominant 
exchange in the market and in November received US$5 million 
in funding from Lightspeed China Partners.

Many believe digital currencies could revolutionise the 
way funds flow around the world, but some issues need to be 
addressed: currencies are based on the trust that its users » 

▌▌▌‘ONCE YOU DEFINE BITCOIN AS A TYPE OF 
FINANCIAL INSTRUMENT, THE RULES KICK IN’ 
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client money, one being Hong Kong-based Global Bond, which 
shut down unexpectedly in late October, taking more than 
US$4 million from clients whom had virtually no recourse. 

The US Department of  Homeland Security seized US$5 
million from MtGox in May after authorities accused it of  
running an unregistered money-transmitting company. The 
company states on its website that, as of  27 June, it has 
been legally registered through its US subsidiary as a money 
services business with the Financial Crimes Enforcement 
Network, a bureau of  the US Department of  the Treasury. 
MtGox is still operating, but the seizure caused serious delays. 

Bitcoin supporters advocate building an economy 
around it whereby there is no need to change holdings into 
dollars, but this requires a global infrastructure with enough 
businesses, professional experience and backing. Richmond 
Teo, founder and CEO of  Singapore’s itBit, an exchange 
backed by private equity funds, thinks this will eventually 
happen. ‘In the long run, if  you believe cryptocurrencies 
could be a valuable form of  payment, and we do, it could be 
very useful,’ he says. ■

Alfred Romann, journalist

have of  the issuer. A note, whether it is a pound, yuan, dollar 
or yen, is in effect a cheque given by a central authority to the 
user backed by that country’s assets and economy. Bitcoin’s 
value is totally driven by the market. It has no intrinsic value. 

A second issue is that, while fiat currencies, stocks and 
most financial instruments are regulated, no such thing is yet 
associated with Bitcoin. A third is liquidity: for the time being, 
there is not that much of  it. As of  15 January, Bitcoin’s market 
capitalisation was US$10.3 billion, a fraction of  the US$1.2 
trillion in circulation in actual notes from the US Federal 
Reserve, or the RMB5.5 trillion (US$900 billion) in RMB notes. 
So in terms of  foreign-exchange trading, Bitcoin barely rates. 

A fourth issue is security, particularly in the virtual ‘wallets’ 
that store Bitcoins. And this is not always easy. ‘A ridiculous 
number of  Bitcoin wallets have been stolen in the last three 
years, some of  them containing US$5 million. Bank heists 
don’t get that good,’ said Kyle Drake, a US wallet developer. 

In October, US authorities shut down Silk Road, a notorious 
online marketplace that operated almost exclusively in Bitcoin, 
saying it was a conduit for drugs, guns and illicit money. The 
marketplace stayed quiet for four weeks before resurfacing. 

In China and elsewhere, exchanges have absconded with 

Users can exchange fiat currencies 
for Bitcoins in exchanges, most of 
them online, such as itBit, BTC China 
or MtGox, or they can acquire them 
by selling goods and services, and 
requiring Bitcoin for payment. 

Units of  value are stored in 
‘wallets’ that can be either online or 
offline and can be set up in minutes. 
A single Bitcoin can be divided into 
seven decimal places and even 
the smallest fraction or the largest 
amount can be transferred without 
any cost from one party to another 
using a unique transfer code or 
‘address’ that shifts the amount from 
one wallet to the other. 

This ability to move value anywhere 
is what is so attractive to Bitcoiners: 
it is just as easy to transfer Bitcoins 
to someone in the same room as it is 
to transfer them to someone on the 
other side of  the world. 

That’s the easy bit. The technical 
side of  this is more complicated. 

Bitcoin is ‘a consensus network 
that enables a new payment system 
and a completely digital money’, as 
the Bitcoin Foundation describes it. 

Bitcoin uses digital cryptography, 
or digital encoding, to control 
both the creation of  Bitcoins and 
transactions. Bitcoins are not just 
made up, they are ‘mined’ using 

algorithmic searches. Miners ‘find’ 
Bitcoins in mathematical fields 
just as gold miners find gold. To 
prevent people simply making them 
up, blockchains track transactions 
associated with every unit of  value.

The system is based on the work 
of  Satoshi Nakamoto, who published 
a research paper on the Cryptography 
Mailing List in 2008 that laid the 
foundation for the protocol. Nobody is 
really sure whether Nakamoto is one 
person or a group of  people; by mid-
2010, the entity had all but vanished. 

Theoretically, there can only be  
21 million Bitcoins. As of  15 January, 
12,264,750 had been mined.

HOW BITCOINS WORK
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► WORLD VIEW 
CEOs are more confident 
that the global economy will 
improve than they are about 
their own business growth 
prospects.

According to PwC’s 17th 
Annual Global CEO Survey, 
while twice as many as last 
year think that the global 
economy will improve over 
the next year, they are as 
wary about opportunities for 
their own companies over 
the next three years as they 
were 12 months ago.

▼ SKILLS SEARCH
There is a growing concern among CEOs 
about finding employees with appropriate 
skills, the survey found, due in part to 
a shrinking working-age population in 
advanced economies and the return of skilled 
foreign workers to their home markets.

▲ CEOs CAST A WIDE NET 
CEOs are looking for growth opportunities on multiple 
fronts, PwC’s 17th Annual Global CEO Survey has found.

The US, UK and Germany are now regarded more 
favourably than some BRICS markets. Indonesia, Mexico, 
Turkey, Thailand and Vietnam are also gaining in popularity.

◄ TRENDSPOTTERS
PwC’s survey also identified  
the three trends that CEOs  
believe will transform their 
businesses over the next 
five years.

While these trends are 
not new, the report notes 
that the pace at which 
they are developing and 
interconnecting with each 
other is accelerating.

2004 2005 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014

Very confident in own business growth Confident global economy will improve

% CEOs naming country as good for their growth prospects, 2013

% CEOs naming country as good for their growth prospects, 2014

Technological 
advances

Demographic 
shifts

Shifts in global 
economic power

81% 60% 59%
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DYNAMIC DATA
Investors are demanding companies produce information ever more quickly. Those with 
the systems to deliver are seeing lucrative benefits of being ahead of the game

team to move on to other matters more quickly, such as 
acting as a business partner’. Indeed, stories are still told 
these days of  reasonably sized companies having to staple 
spreadsheets together to figure out how well they have 
performed. Regulatory requirements have been helping 
to push out such archaic practices – which are clearly a 
drain on resources – but they can still be found, certainly in 
smaller businesses not subject to the onerous US legislation 
covering systems and controls, Sarbanes-Oxley. Faster 
reporting, therefore, uses fewer corporate resources than 
slow, cumbersome, unintegrated systems, though there is 
obviously a resource issue in terms of  buying the systems 
and devoting the effort to get from A to B.

Capital markets want the shortest gap between an 
event (performance in a financial quarter or success in 
pre-Christmas trading, for example) and the reporting of  
that event. That reduces the time in which investors are 
exposed to risks that arise from the absence of  information 
(or, indeed, the surfacing of  potential misinformation). But 
investors also put a premium on companies that are able 
to provide information more quickly, typically agreeing that 
faster reporting means better management decision-making. 
Moreover, investors appreciate that, given that the ability to 
do the job faster typically implies that the processes and 
controls are of  good quality, they can have more confidence 
in the numbers that the company gives them. 

Figuring it out
Companies increasingly produce unaudited ‘flash’ figures 
such as Christmas sales figures. Reporting speed is even 
said to be more important than assurance. But as KPMG 
UK head of  audit Tony Cates notes, this works only if  
companies are highly confident that their numbers are 
correct. And while investors may say they prefer to be given 
estimate figures quickly rather than accurate figures more 
slowly, they will surely punish any company that pushes that 
trade-off  too hard.

Two points emerge from the ACCA study, however, 
that give an opportunity to pause for breath, if  only for 
a moment. The first is that the annual report is still very 
much regarded as the most valuable source of  input for 
making investment decisions. The fact that such a weighty 
document, produced just once a year and several weeks 
after the financial year-end, should remain such a core 
component of  the financial reporting process means that 

T
he pace of change in business life gets relentlessly 
faster, with product life cycles getting shorter and 
time for decision-making bacon-sliced to the point 
where it seems like no one has any time left to think.

It is no different in the investor community, where the 
demand for information from companies in which investors 
have stakes has not only ballooned in volume terms but 
the pressure is on to produce that data ever more quickly. 
This mirrors what is happening in the securities trading 
environment, where share transactions are triggered by 
computer-based algorithms and executed in milliseconds.

Companies may seem stuck in the middle of  all this, 
but most are embracing the challenge. That much is 
apparent from a recent ACCA research programme entitled 
Understanding investors, the fourth and last part of  which 
looks at the impact of  investor demands on corporates. 

Most companies surveyed are moving towards even 
faster closing of  their books, and many are even prepared 
to move towards ‘real-time’ reporting – the concept that 
companies provide information continuously, rather than 
simply publishing financial statements every three, six or 
12 months. Speed of  financial reporting is preferable to 
complete accuracy – at least in theory.

It all sounds hopelessly frenetic, but companies that can 
meet investor demands for faster information should enjoy 
key benefits. First of  all is the internal plus of  getting a clear 
picture of  their own performance in their chosen markets 
quickly enough to be able to take action (corrective, pre-
emptive or opportunistic). Faster decision-making in sectors 
where innovation and speed of  response to customer needs 
determine success and failure is the prime advantage of  
being able to churn out and use the numbers without delay.

To be able to do that with confidence, however, 
companies need rigorous systems, robust controls and good 
governance processes in place, creating a virtuous circle 
whereby the numbers are not only fast but right.

Ross Paterson, FD at mass transit provider Stagecoach 
Group, says the company has been focusing on faster 
closing ‘because the board and audit committee have 
wanted more time to see and understand the results. That 
means that, if  they feel that any changes are required, they 
have time to reflect on it before it goes to the market.’ 

Multinational pharmaceutical business AstraZeneca 
has long been working on faster reporting, which director 
of  financial reporting Andy Chard says ‘allows the finance 
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FOR MORE INFORMATION:

Understanding investors: the changing corporate 
perspective is at www.accaglobal.com/reporting

companies cannot neglect this traditional reporting outlet. 
The emergence of  integrated reporting could well reaffirm 
the primacy of  the annual report, as companies and 
investors turn to the one document that blends strategy, 
performance, risk and social responsibility into a single, 
cohesive narrative.

The second point is that the pressure to report more 
quickly varies depending on the type of  shareholders that a 
company has. Those where the shareholder base has a large 
component of  short-term investors feel the pressure more 
acutely: some hedge funds, corporate governance vigilantes 
and IT-driven investment platforms will typically react to 
headline news, pouncing on any crumb of  information that 
seems out of  line with market expectations. Longer-term 
investors, by contrast, are less bothered about speed of  
reporting (but, it should be noted, they are not unbothered).

Achieving faster closing and reporting is not easy, 
and the ACCA research has identified a number of  
obstacles. Technology infrastructure is regarded as a 
bottleneck preventing further acceleration of  the process, 
while companies are also concerned about the trade-
off  between quality of  data and speed. A lack of  staff  
resources is another issue. Top of  the list of  obstacles 
to faster reporting, however, is (according to corporates) 
the ‘reluctance of  auditors to increase the speed of  the 
process’. Auditors and companies are eyeball-to-eyeball: 
Bob Dohrer, global leader for quality and risk at RSM 
International, says: ‘I think auditors are making huge 
strides towards providing information more quickly, but 

they are heavily dependent on the quality of  the company’s 
internal controls, reporting mechanisms and structures.’

So again it comes back to systems. The right way to deal 
with this will vary between companies, depending on what 
systems are already in place and how long the journey to 
‘fast-close Nirvana’ is. What’s notable at AstraZeneca is that 
the goal of  faster closing is not the sole responsibility of  
head office. Rather, local business units are responsible for 
their own figures. For a business with as much intra-group 
trading as AstraZeneca, that means ‘local CFOs can’t submit 
their numbers until their intercompany reconciliations are 
complete, so it becomes part of  their process rather than 
our process’, says Chard. ‘Holding the local CFOs to account 
for their numbers took a lot of  heat out of  our consolidation 
process. It was a big step forward for us.’

In other words, fast closing provides benefits to the 
group. It therefore has to be a group effort. And there is 
no sign of  that effort diminishing. ■

Andrew Sawers, journalist

▲ SNAPSHOT IN TIME
Up-to-the-minute performance data, particularly at key times such 
as the Christmas period, gives investors the most informed view
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CLOSING THE 
DISCLOSURE GAP
Listed companies in emerging markets are catching up with those in developed 
companies on sustainability reporting, says Corporate Knights’ Doug Morrow

T
he reporting practices of publicly traded companies 
have evolved dramatically over the past 20 years. 
While the foundation of the balance sheet, income 
statement and cashflow statement remains intact, 

today’s listed companies supplement these core documents 
with a diverse body of information and data covering 
corporate policy, strategic plans, business targets and 
accounting policy, as well as forward-looking information.

The broadening scope of  corporate disclosure is being 
driven to a large extent by tightening regulatory requirements, 
as well as a result of  the growing demand among investors 
for more comprehensive company-level information.

It is against this backdrop that the recent explosion in 
corporate sustainability reporting should be viewed. 

Sustainability reporting – loosely defined as the practice 
of  providing information about a company’s environmental, 
social and governance risks, opportunities and management 
capabilities – is the latest innovation in this trend towards 
expanding corporate reporting and transparency. 

Sustainability reporting may not always move the market, 
but it can provide a fascinating window into corporate 
strategy and behaviour. How companies perform on such 
indicators as annual greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions over 
revenue, CEO compensation over average employee salary 
or lost-time injury rate can provide rare glimpses into their 
strategy for managing costs, their approach to motivating 
employees and their operational effectiveness. 

On a look-ahead basis – with complex systemic 
challenges such as climate change, resource depletion, 
urbanisation, population growth and rising fossil-fuel prices 
on the horizon – it is hard to imagine sustainability reporting 
becoming less useful to investors. 

It is for these reasons and more that Corporate 
Knights sought to analyse the general state of  corporate 
sustainability reporting across the world’s equity markets 
with our recent report, Trends in Sustainability Disclosure: 
Benchmarking the World’s Stock Exchanges, 2013. The 
report was the second in the series, following up on our 
inaugural study released in 2012.

WHY THE SDGs MATTER
‘The United Nations’ Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) – which will replace the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs) in 2015 – should matter 
to investors. They offer a significant opportunity 
to enhance corporate sustainability disclosure and 
to demonstrate clearly to governments, business 
and civil society the linkages between corporate 
transparency and sustainable development.

‘Aviva Investors convened the Corporate 
Sustainability Reporting Coalition (CSRC) in 2011 
around the Rio+20 Earth Summit to advocate a global 
convention on integrated sustainability reporting. It 
represents investors with assets under management of  
approximately US$2 trillion and includes organisations 
as diverse as ACCA, the Global Reporting Initiative and 
the Carbon Disclosure Project.

‘The last set of  MDGs failed to engage the private 
sector effectively, instead focusing on the role of  aid 
and foreign direct investment, missing out on the 
potentially transformative effect the sector could have 
in delivering the goals’ vision.

‘We were delighted that the reports that have so 
far fed into the SDGs’ development process have all 
recommended the promotion of  integrated reporting 
as part of  the goals, including the High-Level Panel 
chaired by UK prime minister David Cameron. 

‘It is vital that the SDGs recognise the importance 
of  good corporate governance in delivering the 
goals and in channelling private finance to the most 
sustainable and productive uses in our economy.  
The opportunity the SDGs presents now should  
not be missed.’

Steve Waygood, convener of the CSRC and chief 
responsible investment officer, Aviva Investors
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FOR MORE INFORMATION:

Trends in Sustainability Disclosure: Benchmarking the 
World’s Stock Exchanges, 2013 is at  

http://tinyurl.com/corporate-knights

Metrics analysis
In the most recent study, launched in October 2013, we  
were interested in figuring out which markets were home 
to the world’s most advanced sustainability reporters. In 
order to make some sense of  the admittedly wide-ranging 
nature of  sustainability reporting, we focused our analysis 
on a set of  seven specific metrics: employee turnover, 
energy use, GHG emissions, lost-time injury rate, payroll, 
waste produced and water consumption. By looking 
at the proportion of  companies on each exchange that 
discloses these metrics, we effectively ranked the world’s 

stock exchanges on the sustainability disclosure practices 
of  their listed companies.

BME Spanish Exchanges, based in Spain, received top 
billing in the 2013 ranking, moving up from fourth position 
in 2012’s assessment. The top five were rounded out by the 
stock exchanges in Helsinki, Tokyo, Oslo and Johannesburg. 

Our most noteworthy finding was that stock exchanges 
based in emerging markets are rapidly closing the 
‘disclosure gap’ between themselves and stock exchanges 
in the developed world. This is a reflection of  the surge 
in sustainability reporting that we are witnessing by 
listed companies based in emerging markets, including 
Brazil, India and South Africa. Our analysis indicates that 

▌▌▌SUSTAINABILITY REPORTING CAN PROVIDE 
A FASCINATING WINDOW INTO CORPORATE 
STRATEGY AND BEHAVIOUR

emerging markets-based stock exchanges are on track to 
overtake their developed-world counterparts in terms of  the 
proportion of  their listings that disclose the seven ‘first-
generation’ sustainability metrics reviewed in the study. 

While this ‘catch-up’ process is the result of  many 
different factors, one of  the primary drivers has been an 
influx of  reporting mechanisms implemented by stock 
exchanges and other regulatory actors. Celebrated examples 
include the decision of  the Securities and Exchange Board 
of  India to mandate the inclusion of  business responsibility 
reports in the annual reports of  India’s 100 largest listed 

entities based on market capitalisation.
Sustainability reporting can be 

viewed as the latest manifestation in the 
more general trend towards expanding 
corporate disclosure practices. Future 
milestones include integrated reporting 
and the provision of  more granular and 
standardised non-financial information. 

In addition to facilitating a more complete picture of  a 
company’s social and environmental impacts, sustainability 
reporting gives investors an additional source of  data that 
can be mined in the context of  portfolio management. ■

Doug Morrow is vice president of Corporate Knights Capital 
and a member of ACCA’s Global Forum for Sustainability

39CORPORATE REPORTING | INSIGHT 

ACCOUNTING AND BUSINESS

http://tinyurl.com/corporate-knights


GLOBAL GROWTH
Annual survey of top 50 global accounting networks shows a strong rise in advisory  
work but audit fees under pressure and a slowdown in the overall rate of growth

time in 2010 by just $9m. Deloitte’s lead is thanks mainly to 
its advisory work – it has expanded its advisory fee income 
by $4.5bn since 2008, while PwC’s advisory revenues grew 
by $2.4bn in the same period, according to IAB data. PwC 
announced at the end of  2013 that it had signed a tie-up 

with global consultancy Booz & Co, which is likely to boost 
the network’s advisory capabilities significantly.

The gap between third-ranked EY and fourth-placed 
KPMG grew by $1bn in 2013 to $2.4bn. In 2011 the fee 
income difference between the firms was just $170m. 

The move towards advisory work by the big accounting 
giants has been a growing trend over the past few years. IAB 
historic data shows that since 2004 the Big Four combined 
have increased their advisory revenues by more than $29bn 
while audit and accounting revenues increased by $13.1bn 
and tax work revenues by $8.6bn in the same time period. 

Audit under pressure
Audit and accounting services account for an average of  
48% of  overall fees earned by the top 10 networks, which 
indicates a downward trend from 53% in 2008. One of  the 
main constraints on audit is fee pressure, which has become 
increasingly acute through the global economic downturn 
and continued in 2013.

Over 64% of  firm leaders from around the world told 
IAB in an anonymous fee pressure survey that they have 
noted an increase in audit fee pressure in the past 12 
months. Nearly half  of  all respondents (48%) said they are 
concerned that fee pressure has led to a decrease in audit 
quality at some firms and 36% of  respondents admitted 
to facing an ongoing challenge to maintain audit quality in 
the face of  fee pressure at their own firm. In answer to the 
same question, an additional 25% said they had faced audit 
quality concerns over the past year due to fee pressure, but 
had addressed those concerns. 

IAB surveyed more than 250 firm leaders globally in 
January 2014 for the fee pressure survey.

W
hile global accounting firms reported overall fee 
income growth in 2013, the rate of growth has 
dipped for the second time since 2009, driven by 
downward pressure on fees, greater regulatory 

scrutiny and intense competition across the industry. 
According to the latest survey of  

global accounting firms conducted by 
International Accounting Bulletin (IAB), 
the 50 top international accounting 
networks and associations earned a 
combined $169.7bn in fees in 2013, 
up 3% on the year before; in 2012 the 
growth rate had been 5%.

For the second time in four years, Deloitte has overtaken 
PwC as the largest global accounting network, reporting 
$32.4bn in fee income. Deloitte leapfrogged PwC for the first 

▌▌▌NEARLY HALF OF RESPONDENTS SAID THEY 
ARE CONCERNED FEE PRESSURE HAS LED TO A 
DECREASE IN AUDIT QUALITY AT SOME FIRMS

THE FINANCE VALUE CHAIN
IAB’s findings show the profession is seemingly in 
good health with a robust fee income. 

But we cannot be complacent; the accompanying 
decline in growth shows that there are also pressures 
which come hot on the heels of  global financial 

turbulence and increased regulation. 
It will be interesting to see how 

the audit market shakes down 
given the recent rulings from 
the EU and competition 
issues in the UK. 

This is a time for the 
profession to reappraise and 
restate where its true value 
lies, and for ACCA to ensure 
members can oversee the 

whole finance value chain, 
from understanding 

and interpreting the 
numbers to being 
strategic and 
trusted advisers. 
Sue Almond, ACCA 
technical director
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Deloitte PwC EY KMPG Mid-tier

TOP 10 GLOBAL ACCOUNTING NETWORKS

TOP 10 MARKET SHARE

FOR MORE INFORMATION:

www.internationalaccountingbulletin.com

Rank

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

Network

Deloitte

PwC

EY

KPMG

BDO

Grant Thornton International

RSM International

Baker Tilly International

Crowe Horwath International

Nexia International

Revenue

$32,400.0m

$32,088.0m

$25,892.0m

$23,420.0m

$6,453.1m

$4,519.0m

$3,714.1m

$3,404.2m

$3,168.2m

$2,918.0m

Growth rate

4%

2%

6%

2%

7%

8%

–7%

3%

3%

3%

Year end

May-13

Jun-13

Jun-13

Sep-13

Sep-13

Sep-13

Dec-13

Jun-13

Dec-13

Jun-13

19%

19%

14%
13%

33%

Increased regulation
At the end of  2013 the EU audit reform regulation and 
directive documents were agreed on by EU parliament, 
the European Council and the European Commission.  
If  approved by MEPs (which could happen as we go to 
press) this audit reform will enforce mandatory audit  
firm rotation every 10 years for EU public interest entities. 
The EU audit reform is also likely to impose a 70%  
cap on fees earned for non-audit services rendered to  
an audit client.

IAB editor Ana Gyorkos says: ‘The introduction of  
mandatory rotation across EU member states is likely to 
lead to increased tenders in audit as well as to open up 
more opportunities for the mid-tier to tender for advisory 
work. Many mid-tier leaders feel the EU reform has not 
gone far enough to increase competition in the audit market 
and believe that despite the increased amount of  audit 
tenders they are likely to rotate among the big firms only, 
while the Big Four claim the introduction of  rotation and 
additional non-audit services caps could lead to decreased 
audit quality.’ ■

This article was contributed by International Accounting 
Bulletin
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SEEKING NIRVANA
In a world where technology is continually turning business on its head,  
is finance technology delivering on its promise, asks ACCA’s Jamie Lyon

potential to do so in the future – is discussed in a new ACCA 
report, Is finance function technology delivering on its promise?

Julie Spillane FCCA, managing director of  Accenture 
Global Services, believes the technology focus has been on 
‘better, faster and cheaper’, rather than on creating value. ‘Up 
until now, technology has been applied within the four walls 
of  finance – using technology to increase finance efficiency.’ 
But for many finance departments the financial returns from 
more efficient processing are marginal. Today, the goal of  
finance technology is to develop the business more profitably.

Risk-averse mindset
Reticence in the face of  new technology may come from 
the historic caution and risk-averse positions that finance 
professionals often take. Finance relies heavily on proof; 
if  leaders believe that tighter business rules have primacy 
over the implementation of  new technology whose payback 
and functionality are not clear, then transformation through 
technology will probably be marginal. Technology at this 
level is an enabler rather than a transformer. The focus on 
rules and risk may be obstructing new thinking, not only 
about finance processes themselves, but also about how 
value is created. Specsavers’ Dilesh Magdani FCCA, head of  

T
echnology has historically been a catalyst driving 
efficiency in finance operations, lowering costs, 
fostering standardisation and improving controls. 
But can it also be critical in creating the value that 

finance should provide to the business through commercial 
insight and data analysis?

In the past decade, companies in all industries and of  all 
sizes have deployed technology to change the fundamentals 
of  finance delivery, using enterprise resource planning 
and other applications to provide cost control and quality 
in finance transactions, reducing manual transaction 
processing by up to 85%. As Simon Newton, the John Lewis 
Partnership’s FD for partnership services, says: ‘There’s more 
standardisation and there’s better quality data everywhere.’

However, many business leaders see opportunities for 
further technology application in finance services. George 
Connell, Shell’s vice president strategy, finance operations 
and centre finance lead (Glasgow), says: ‘Working for a big 
corporation, there’s still far too much manual work, too much 
reliance on spreadsheets. We’re not properly leveraging 
technology and I don’t think we’ve got full agility either.’

The extent to which technology is changing the face of  
delivery and providing value for the organisation – and its 
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finance shared services, says: ‘I think finance is way behind 
the curve. We lack imagination and we are too conservative.’

There is also the fundamental question of  what is the 
future of  a finance organisation if  its customers can process 
their own transactions in real time? Ultimately, will technology 
move the business to self-service or ‘lights-out’ finance?

Deloitte partner Peter Moller says: ‘We are not lights out 
yet, but we are a lot darker than we used to be… Why do 
we need anyone doing routine back-office processes? The 
objective should be to create straight-through processing and 
lights out for all the back office. When you have exceptions, 
change the business rules and get rid of  them.’ 

For many leaders, lights-out finance may be a vision 
worth pursuing even if  it is not viewed as fully achievable. 
For example, Shell reduced its 1,700 purchase-to-pay jobs to 
350 by applying available technology and, more importantly, 
eliminating non-compliance through new business rules.

And what about the SMAC pack? Do finance departments 
sufficiently understand social, mobile, analytics and cloud 
technologies, and are they keeping pace with the rate of  
adoption by sales, marketing and even HR departments?

Few finance leaders fully embrace the SMAC potential. 
When it comes to social and mobile technologies, they point 
to the greater imperative of  investing to enhance customer-
facing functions such as sales and marketing rather than 
back-office functions.

The cloud’s potential for risk naturally makes some 
finance leaders nervous. Concerns about software as a 
service for many finance applications are exemplified by 
security issues, including the physical location of  servers. 
The inability (or refusal) to adopt the standardisation that is 
the cloud’s core value proposition hampers implementation. 
These concerns obscure the greater returns in cost, time 
and flexibility that the cloud has given other functions.

SMAC will probably be adopted unevenly in finance 
operations over the next few years, with a focus on analytics 
and the cloud, if  finance leaders can understand the 
benefits and risks. Many finance leaders admit they do not 
focus on – or perhaps understand – the application of  social 
and mobile technologies beyond efficient communication 
with their teams. But they know that these technologies 
could eventually affect finance processes themselves – once 
they can work out how to use them.

In terms of  finance delivery, technology can turn 
prevailing models upside down. Successful, more aggressive 
implementations of  so-called BPaaS (business process 
as a service) could eliminate the need for service centres 

(whether managed internally or outsourced), moving 
organisations further towards truly lights-out finance. 

Alternatively, a new breed of  technologies, branded 
‘cognitive’ or ‘robotic’, are purported to be able to transform 
the economics of  finance offshoring by eliminating labour 
arbitrage. But what is the likely scenario?

No role for robots
Liz Ditchburn, relationship leader at Kimberly-Clark, says: 
‘We are dealing with data and payments, so I just don’t see 
a role for a robot. I struggle with the concept. I think that 
it’s marketing hype. We should be focusing on getting rid 
of  processes.’

Perhaps FDs are not ready to take a leap of  faith. 
They tend to implement bespoke tools, such as workflow 
and e-invoicing, where payback is obvious. For applied 
technologies that could be really transformative, the 
business case is not as clear because finance leaders may 
not understand how these technologies should be used, how 
or where finance could interact with these technologies, and 
what their impact will be on costs and profits.

Experts believe global process owners must take more 
responsibility for technology deployment, resulting in a 
new relationship between finance and technology. They 
believe the finance function must create the vision and set 
the requirements. At the same time, finance professionals 

should work very closely with 
technology experts who understand 
the capabilities and the enterprise 
environment and can drive innovative 
thinking about deploying applications. 

As Ditchburn says: ‘The people 
who are best placed to work out the 
requirements and the opportunities are 

the finance people. The people best equipped to understand 
what technology can do are the technology people. It’s about 
collaboration and innovative thinking.’

So is it going too far to assert that technology will be a 
genuine game changer for finance over time? Although such 
a transformation is unlikely to happen overnight, perhaps 
emerging technology will, nonetheless, begin to prompt 
some fundamental questions on the role of  the finance 
function within the organisation. 

If, through technology, finance is able to rebalance its 
preoccupation with processes – and their elimination – by 
using technologies that mine financial data for patterns, 
the function will be better placed to meet its aspirations to 
create business value in the future. ■

Jamie Lyon FCCA is ACCA’s head of corporate sector

▌▌▌‘THE OBJECTIVE SHOULD BE TO CREATE 
STRAIGHT-THROUGH PROCESSING AND LIGHTS 
OUT FOR ALL THE BACK OFFICE’

FOR MORE INFORMATION:

Is finance function technology delivering on its promise? 
is available at www.accaglobal.com/transformation
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Career boost 
Talent doctor Rob Yeung advises how to hone your interview skills to exude confidence 
and ensure you give the right impression – and dispels the myth about body language

TALENT DOCTOR: INTERVIEWS
A big chunk of my work is training managers in how to 
interview candidates. I also interview senior candidates 
on behalf of organisations when the stakes are high 
and the organisation wants to make the very best hiring 
decision. And I see a lot of candidates who simply don’t 
present themselves well.

So how can you present yourself  well if  you’re on the 
lookout for a new job?

For starters, don’t worry about your body language. 
You may have heard it said that most of  the impact we 
have on other people comes down to body language and 
tone of  voice. A commonly quoted statistic says that 
55% of  what we communicate is through our posture, 
movements and facial expressions. Tone of  voice is 
supposed to account for 38% of  our impact, and only 7% 
is down to our actual words.

The statistic is wrong. It comes from research back 
in the 1960s that has been widely misinterpreted; more 
recent studies show body language matters little. For 
example, University of  Southern Mississippi researcher 
James Hollandsworth used discriminant analysis to 
examine the relative importance of  seven factors on 
interview performance. He looked at behaviours such as 
eye contact, body posture, loudness of  speech and the 
content of  what people said.

Appropriateness, fluency, composure
The single most important factor was the appropriateness 
of  people’s content – that is, the answers that candidates 
gave. The next was fluency of  speech (which was defined 
as speaking without too much hesitation), followed by 
composure (coming across as calm and confident).

Body language hardly mattered. So do not worry about 
whether you are sitting with your arms or legs crossed 
or uncrossed. Do not overthink whether you are giving 
enough or too much eye contact. Instead, prepare to win 
the job by thinking about examples – short stories – to 
demonstrate your skills and experience.

Suppose an interviewer asks you: ‘Are you a good 
manager?’ Be sure to describe a situation in which you 
showed great leadership skills. Perhaps you discovered 
a project was in danger of  missing its deadline but you 
managed to work out how to get it all done on time. 
Maybe you uncovered a conflict between colleagues and 
helped them resolve it. The point is to construct a short 
story demonstrating how your actions led directly to 
benefits for your team, customers or organisation.

Finally, allow time to prepare for an interview by not 
only thinking about the answers you might give but also 

rehearsing them. After all, actors preparing to go on 
stage don’t merely read their scripts over and over: they 
rehearse their lines out loud while thinking about their 
pacing, volume and intonation. And they do it multiple 
times until they know they can repeat the performance 
under pressure.

Good candidates do not just have the right skills 
and experience, they also think about how best to 
present them. So help yourself  to be one of  those 
stronger candidates.

Dr Rob Yeung is a psychologist at leadership consulting 
firm Talentspace and author of over 20 career and 
management books including How To Win: The 
Argument, the Pitch, the Job, the Race (Capstone);  
he also appears frequently as a business commentator 
on BBC, CNBC and CNN news.
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THE PERFECT: STAFF CANTEEN
Google is legendary for many things – being Google, inventing 
computer spectacles, making the leap from noun to verb in 
common parlance.

But what about its offices? I have friends who have gone for 
meetings at Google and come away in rapture – slides between 
floors, luxury break-out rooms filled with table football, arcade 

games, couches and premium snacks. And 
it’s this last point that seemed to impress 
the most – an abundance of  quality food all 
over the building climaxing in the canteen, 

where chefs are on hand to cater for these 
IT geniuses – a happy workforce is a well-fed 
one… or maybe a spoilt one? 

The reality for most of  us is a little 
different. A canteen is often no more 
than a kettle in a cupboard. Or 
perhaps you are lucky enough to 
have a few old bar stools, a table, 
maybe even a toaster and a water 

butt. Considering the majority of  
employed people spend much of  

their waking hours in the workplace, 
providing a positive environment has 

become a priority for many employers. 
It can help increase productivity, retain 
talent and enhance reputation – all key to 
maintaining a strong brand.

IN RECRUITERS’ MINDS 
Recruiter magazine recently 
surveyed its UK readership 
of  business owners, chief  
executives and HR managers 
on their lessons from 2013. 

Here’s what’s on their 
minds. Julie Towers, MD, 
recruitment solutions, 
Penna: ‘Transferable skills 
are highly sought after, 
but if  the behaviours and 
cultural fit aren’t aligned 
between employer and 
employee, particularly at 
senior management level, 
skills and experience won’t 
cut it!’ 

Flo Software Solutions 
MD Craig Aston: ‘When 
starting up a business you 
have to be very flexible in 
your approach. You will make 
mistakes and things will not 
always go to plan, whether 
that relates to people, 
products or decisions made.’ 

David Cohen, senior 
director of  talent solutions, 
LinkedIn, EMEA: ‘Recruiters 
need to keep pace to ensure 
they have access to the 
best and widest talent pool. 
Passive candidates have 
proven to be more engaged, 
less prone to attrition, 
and more likely to make 
an impact.’ 

MBA IS THE WAY
‘Crisis! What crisis?’ The 
blasé quip may be dated,  
but in the context of  the  
FT’s 2014 MBA rankings  
and graduate salaries, it rings 
true. Over the past five years 
MBA graduate salaries have 
doubled, with those of  elite 
graduates up to $182,000. 
According to the FT, 30% of  
executives in top international 
companies hold MBAs. ■

This page is compiled and 
edited by Neil Johnson, 
editor, ACCACareers.com

FOR MORE INFORMATION:
               

www.accacareers.com

THE BIG BREAK 
SIMON PADGETT FCCA
Simon Padgett was hired by global consulting firm 
Protiviti in 2011 to establish a forensic services practice 
in the Gulf region, based out of the Abu Dhabi office. 
With fraud constituting a potential 5% of global GDP 
in 2011, or a whopping $3.5 trillion, according to the 
Association of Certified Fraud Examiners’ 2012 Report to 
the Nations, and a lumbering global economy fractured 
by poor governance, the role of the forensic accountant 
is as vital as ever. Within the accountancy profession 
the forensic specialism has quite an allure, according to 
Padgett: ‘Whenever we were auditing and we found a fraud, it was very exciting,’ he 
says. ‘There was a buzz and everyone came to work early and stayed late. Forensics 
is not proving that something is right, you’re proving that something is wrong. It’s got 
a buzz to it. I guess it’s like being the policeman: you get your teeth into something 
that’s not good, and you don’t let go until you resolve it – it’s a puzzle.’ Read the full 
interview at www.accacareers.com

* integrity: once broken it’s gone forever 
– you need to know right from wrong

* an analytical mind and good IT skills 
– we have to drill down into masses of  
data looking for anything unusual

* accounting/auditing background

* inquisitiveness – things are often not 
what they seem

* tenaciousness – once you get your 
teeth into something, do not let go.

Padgett’s key forensic accountancy skills:
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the natural differences 
between products and 
further differentiates 
these. Brands thus have 
a separate brand identity 
(that is how the supplier 
is trying to position 
them) and personality. To 
straightforward types like 
accountants this may seem 
to be a rather artificial 
concept. But the brand 
carries with it certain 
associations that seem to 
reach beyond the physical 

product. Thus, for instance, 
if  you drink a can of  Coke 
you are not just consuming 
a fizzy, tangy, dark-coloured, 
liquid – you are also having 
a relaxed social experience.
This is, in a way, analogous 
to the idea of  ‘spirit’ in 
religion as something 
that exists but is outside 
immediate physical reality.

Brands need to be 
recognised to add value. 
This brings us to brand 

In the first article in this 
series on marketing, we 
defined marketing strategy 
as: ‘The process of deciding 
which markets to compete 
in, which customers 
to prioritise, and what 
customer value to target, 
and to decide how that 
will be delivered through 
products, service and the 
marketing mix in order to 
beat competitors.’

Within that process, 
one of  the core concepts – 

separate from the Four Ps 
of  the marketing mix – is 
the concept of  a brand. 
So, as part of  the process 
of  building a marketing 
strategy, one needs now to 
look at brand strategy.

Brand strategy
A brand is ‘a name or/
and design or symbol that 
identifies one product 
separately from its 
competitors’. Brand takes 

awareness, which is ‘the 
extent to which a brand is on 
the radar screen of  people’. 
For example, it is only a 
few years since Metro Bank 
started up as a new bank in 
the London area, with the 
goal of  being a customer-
friendly bank. Its brand 
message (what it stands for)
is blazoned in its ‘stores’ 
(it doesn’t have ‘branches’) 
as: ‘OPEN 7 DAYS – early 
and late’; ‘OPEN 362 days 
a year’; ‘SATISFACTION 

GUARANTEED’; and ‘We 
LOVE our customers’.

Metro Bank thus has 
very clear brand values – 
what it stands for and what 
you can expect to get from 
it. Here, brand values are 
‘those things that a product 
stands for that are reasons 
for buying it’. For example, a 
reason for buying a Honda-R 
is because the mechanics 
never seem to break down. 
But in the case of  Metro 

Bank, it has a low or at best 
uneven brand awareness as 
it is best known in London, 
although that is changing.

Take another example: 
the healthy drinks business 
Innocent, market leader  
of  smoothies:

* Innocent uses green 
electricity at its Fruit 
Towers headquarters

* Innocent sources fruit 
from suppliers that look 
after their workers and 
the environment

* all of  Innocent’s bananas 
come from Rainforest 
Alliance-accredited farms

* Innocent donates 10% of  
all its profits each year to 
the Innocent Foundation.
Here there are much 

more specific brand 
values that encapsulate its 
relevance to the customer 
and give it a distinct 
competitive advantage. 

These are classic 
examples of  where a 
company uses symbolic 
means to generate 
distinctiveness and through 
being a ‘first mover’ (ie 
the first to occupy that 
competitive space). This is 
a major way of  gaining what 
in competitive strategy is 
called ‘unique competing 
space’ – sometimes known 
as the ‘sweet spot’.

Thus, in essence, brand 
strategy is ‘setting brand 
identity with clear values 
and personality to gain 
awareness and recognition, 
acceptance and customer 
loyalty – with the ideal 
intention of  gaining unique 
competing space’.

This should also lead to 
extending the brand to a 
number of  products. Indeed, 
inspired in 2012 by hearing 

Marketing and branding
In his third article on marketing, Dr Tony Grundy examines how 
marketing and branding strategies create economic value
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about the best-selling book 
of  all time, which made 
product simply fly off  the 
shelves at Ann Summers 
– the title sounded like a 
painting and decorating 
book – inspired me to do 
something similar.

I had created a brand 
of  ‘Demystifying…’ in 
2012 through my book 
Demystifying Strategy, and 
then had the idea to write a 
follow-up called Demystifying 
Strategic Thinking – Lessons 

From Leading CEOs. This 
used the ‘Demystifying’ 
brand umbrella to create 
two sub-branded products 
– that umbrella can now 
be used for others. There 
are likely to be incremental 
sales generated as readers 
of  my second book will buy 
the first.

The moral here is that 
just because I am an 
accountant doesn’t mean I 
can’t come up with a brand 
concept. Brand strategy 
isn’t rocket science!

Economic value
At this point we need to look 
at how all of  this begins to 
turn itself  into economic 
value. Brands represent 
considerable value first 
and foremost because they 
attract a price premium.

For instance, when 
I taught at a previous 
business school to Henley, 
a corporate client wanted 
to buy my programmes via 
that channel at a cost OF 
£10,000 a day (at today’s 
prices) – and that was even 
if  they were held at their 
premises. Take away that 
channel and the cost would 
be quite a small fraction of  
that sum.

This feature is called 
brand equity or the extra 
price that is paid over 
and above a vanilla price 
because of  the brand values, 
real and perceived.

If  the accountant is 
interested in profit, return 
or economic value etc, then 
he/she should clearly be 
interested in the power of  
brands, as that does seem 
an easier route than many to 
superior wealth creation.

As was once said 

by the chairman of  ICI 
Agrochemicals some 25 
years ago when I was 
seconded there: ‘Tony, did I 
hear you saying that making 
money in business is hard? 
No, the art of  being in 
business is to learn not just 
to make money, but to make 
it easily.’ Brands can make 
making money a lot easier.

Brand equity is 
notoriously hard to put an 
economic value on – as it 
is less tangible – but by no 
means impossible, whether 
you are Honda, Innocent or 
a business school.

The steps needed are:
1 to identify the discrete 

‘value pots’ or ‘value 
drivers’ of  the brand – 
those things that may 
generate incremental 
cashflow;

2 to take each one and 
identify the incremental 
competitive advantage 
and/or defensive 
advantage this brings;

3 to explore and test out its 
likely competitive duration 
or, if  you can foresee a 
curve of  decline in that 
edge, project what kind of  
shape that is; this needs 
to incorporate some view 
of  what competitors will 

▌▌▌JUST BECAUSE I AM AN ACCOUNTANT DOESN’T 
MEAN I CAN’T COME UP WITH A BRAND CONCEPT – 
BRAND STRATEGY ISN’T ROCKET SCIENCE!

be doing and how the 
market is changing 

4 to do a ‘what if’, given 
the intended investment 
in that brand and future 
cashflows over the 
competitive duration or 
‘period of  competitive 
advantage’;

5 evaluate these using 
discounted cashflow.
Step 1 may break down 

into many elements (and  
not limited to these):

* incremental price 

premium – the  
‘premium value’

* adding value through 
increasing frequency 
of  purchase or greater 
rate of  consumption – 
‘volume value’

* protecting against 
lowering the price – 
‘protective value’

* avoiding loss of  
customers –  
‘loyalty value’

* providing a platform  
to launch new, more 
related products – 
‘extension value’

* providing a platform to 
launch new, less-related 
products – ‘stretch value’

* encouraging unintended 
purchases – ‘impulse- 
buy value’

* spreading and 
multiplying demand 
without effort – ‘word-of-
mouth value’

* the extra value that can 
be captured on exit if  
selling the business, 
as any buyer stands to 

generate both premium 
value and volume value 
through synergies – 
‘disposal value’.

Don’t do anything silly to 
destroy brand value for 
tactical financial reasons. 
For example, recently 
I noticed a £50 phone 
bill from the Holiday 
Inn (trusted brand) for 
a 20-minute phone call. 
Apparently there was a little 
piece of  plastic attached to 
the phone cord saying ‘calls 
cost £2.49 a minute’ – such 
a good way of  ensuring that 
customers that miss it never 
return (sensibly they agreed 
to 80% off).

Sometimes the value 
of  the brand portfolio 
of  a business can be 
comparable if  not greater 
than the economic value 
of  its core operations. As 
an accountant, help your 
board and your owners to 
realise that, rather than just 
thinking about shorter-term 
profits – as that is just a 
part of  the value picture.

Think about which of  
these areas of  brand value 
applies to your company. Are 
there other domains through 
which your brand can be 
exploited that you have 
neglected to think about? If  
you are looking at the value 
of  your company, how much 
is generated by its brand 
equity? If  you are a private 
company one day seeking an 
exit, how can you build that? 
What is the worth potentially 
to a new owner, and might 
that make the business 
worth more? ■

Dr Tony Grundy is an 
independent consultant 
and trainer, and lectures at 
Henley Business School

FOR MORE INFORMATION:

www.tonygrundy.com

For previous Tony Grundy articles on strategy and 
management theories, visit www.accaglobal.com/abcpd
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Ban all late changes 
Once the reporting pack 
is prepared, allow no 
adjustments unless they 
are very material. There 
is nothing worse for the 
finance team than to submit 
a finance report to the CEO 
that is inconsistent. This is 
frequently caused by a late 
change not being processed 
properly through the report. 
As night follows day, the 
CEO will be sure to find it. 

It is far better to hold 
back on processing minor 
adjustments as the net 
result reported in the P/L 
is still true and fair. If  the 
CEO spots, say, a shortfall 
in revenue, point out that 
you have held back some 
adjustments as the net 
impact is immaterial. Most 
CEOs will agree with your 
judgment call and move on 
to another issue.

Check for consistency
For every number that 
appears elsewhere in the 
report – either in the text, 
a table or a graph – write 
the page reference where 
it appears again and 
initial to indicate you have 
checked the number in the 
subsequent page. 

When you have all your 
cut-off done by the close 
of the last working day, as 
explained in the previous 
two articles, you still need 
to work smartly to get the 
reporting done fast and 
error-free. 

The first 24 hours 
At 5pm on the last working 
day, with all the cut-offs 
done we can print off  the 
first cut of  the numbers. The 
management accountants 
should take a copy home 
and look for areas where 
they think the numbers 
could be wrong.

At 9am the following day, 
all the accountants meet to 
assign the areas needing 
further work to be sure the 
numbers are true and fair. 
At 3pm to 4pm meet again 
to discuss the adjustments; 
with luck, many will have 
netted each other off. 
Process only the few material 
adjustments that restate the 
numbers to ‘true and fair’. 

Flash result to the CEO 
Issue a flash result on the 
profit and loss statement 
(P/L) bottom-line to the 
CEO by the close of  the first 
working day, stating a level 
of  accuracy (eg, +/–5%, 
+/–10%). Five to seven lines 
is normally enough. Never 
attempt a flash report until 
the AP, AR and accrual cut-
offs have been successfully 
moved back to the last 
working day of  the month. 

The flash result will 
largely satisfy the CEO’s 
appetite for month-end 
information. This creates a 
great opportunity to reduce 
the final month-end report 
to the CEO to one A3 page.

Fast month-end reporting: part three
You are now ready for the clincher – delivering a flash result on the monthly P/L to the 
CEO by the close of the following working day. David Parmenter shows you how

FOR MORE INFORMATION:

Read the first part of  this article at www.accaglobal/ab51

Read the second part at www.accaglobal/ab61

www.davidparmenter.com

www.davidparmenter.com/courses

NEXT STEPS
1 Deliver a flash report by close of  play on the first 

working day to the CEO.
2 Embed the quality assurance procedures this week.
3 Reduce your month-end report to the CEO to one 

A3 page. If  you want a template, send me an email 
(parmenter@waymark.co.nz).

The read-back
Have a person new to the 
report read it loud back 
to the writer. By hearing 
the words the writer can 
improve the grammar and 
make it an easier read. If  
the reader has difficulties 
in understanding any of  
it, I can assure you the 
CEO will likewise. You can 
also use a ‘text-to-voice’ 
facility which is available in 
many applications such as 
Microsoft Word. Your clever 
IT team will show you how to 
set this up. 

The two-gremlin rule
In every piece of  work there 
are always at least two 
gremlins that manage to 
sneak through. 

If  I find them and they 
are of  minor importance, 
then I leave them and 
release the report. If  you 
do not find them, then look 
again – or someone else will 
spot them. ■
David Parmenter is a 
writer and presenter on 
measuring, monitoring and 
managing performance
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In December 2013, the 
International Accounting 
Standards Board 
(IASB) issued two 
tranches of ‘annual 
improvements’ 
to International 
Financial Reporting 
Standards (IFRS). 
The improvements 
process is how the 
IASB adjusts IFRS in areas 
where the standards are 
unclear. Although these 
amendments generally do 
not significantly change 
the application of the 
standards, it is important 
for entities to determine 
any potential impact by 
reviewing their accounting 
policies. The recent 
amendments contain 11 
changes to nine standards.  

IFRS 3, Business 
Combinations, currently 
says that contingent 
consideration must be 
measured at fair value at 
the time of  the business 
combination. If  the amount 
of  contingent consideration 
changes as a result of  a 
post-acquisition event, the 
accounting for the change 
depends on whether the 
additional consideration 
is classified as an equity 
instrument, an asset or 
liability. Currently, if  the 
additional consideration 
is classified as an asset or 
liability that is a financial 
instrument, gains and 
losses are recognised in 
either profit or loss or other 
comprehensive income. 

The amendment 
states that changes in the 
fair value of  contingent 
consideration that is 
classified as an asset or 
liability irrespective of  

whether it is a financial 
instrument are recognised 
in profit or loss. Thus 
contingent consideration 
cannot be measured at 
fair value through other 
comprehensive income. This 
applies only to business 
combinations. 

IFRS 3 has also been 
amended to clarify that 
both joint arrangements and 
joint ventures are outside 
its scope. This applies only 
to the accounting in the 
financial statements of  the 
joint arrangement. IFRS 
11, Joint Arrangements, 
introduced joint 
arrangements to replace the 
concept of  joint ventures, 
which is a type of  joint 
arrangement within IFRS 11. 
IFRS 3 is basically updated 
to reflect the change. 

Joint arrangements 

are either joint operations 
or joint ventures. A 
joint operation is a joint 
arrangement where the 
parties that have joint 
control have rights to the 
assets and liabilities; a 
joint venture is a joint 
arrangement where the 
parties that have joint 
control have rights to the net 
assets of  the arrangement. 

IFRS 11 requires 
the use of  the equity 
method of  accounting for 
interests in joint ventures 
thereby eliminating the 
proportionate consolidation 
method. The decision 
regarding whether a joint 
arrangement is a joint 
operation or a joint venture 
is based on the parties’ 
rights and obligations.

A further amendment, 
which is linked to IFRS 3, 

relates to IAS 40, Investment 
Property. Its aim is to clarify 
that judgment is needed 
to determine whether the 
acquisition of  investment 
property is the acquisition 
of  an asset or is a business 
combination within the 
scope of  IFRS 3. The 
judgment is based on the 
guidance offered in IFRS 3. 

The IFRS Interpretations 
Committee had reported 
that some practitioners 
considered both standards 
to be mutually exclusive 
while others felt that an 
entity acquiring investment 
property had to determine 
whether it met both 
definitions. IFRS 3 and IAS 
40 are deemed not to be 
mutually exclusive and IAS 
40 is amended to state 
explicitly that judgment is 
needed to determine » 

Keeping up to date
Graham Holt outlines the recent amendments made to nine 
International Financial Reporting Standards

▌▌▌IFRS 11 REQUIRES THE USE OF THE EQUITY METHOD 
OF ACCOUNTING FOR INTERESTS IN JOINT VENTURES – 
ELIMINATING PROPORTIONATE CONSOLIDATION
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whether the transaction is 
solely the acquisition of  
an investment property or 
whether it is the acquisition 
of  a group of  assets or 
a business combination 
within the scope of  IFRS 3 
that includes an investment 
property. The judgment is 
not based on IAS 40 but on 
the guidance in IFRS 3. The 
amendment does not help 
to determine whether an 
acquisition is a purchase of  
a business or an asset as 
judgment is still required.

Vesting conditions are 
conditions imposed under 
a share-based payment 
arrangement that the 
counterparty (an employee 
or third party) must satisfy 
to be entitled to receive 
cash, other assets or equity 
instruments of  the entity. 

A 2008 amendment to 
IFRS 2 clarified that vesting 
conditions determine 
whether the entity receives 
the services that result 
in the counterparty’s 
entitlement and restricted 
the definition of  vesting 
conditions to include only 
service and performance 
conditions. All features of  
a share-based payment 
arrangement other than 
service and performance 
conditions are considered to 
be non-vesting conditions. 

The improvement 
amends the definitions 
of  vesting condition and 
market condition and adds 
separate definitions for 
performance condition and 
service condition. 

A performance target can 
be based on the activities of  

and also the identification 
of  the CODM as ESMA 
feels that the definition 
of  the CODM contains 
conflicting prerogatives 
(allocation of  resources 

versus assessment of  
performance). 

The IASB has clarified 
the position in IFRS 13, 
Fair Value Measurement, 
as regards short-term 
receivables and payables. 
There was confusion over 
whether the ability to 
measure these items at 
invoice amounts had been 
removed by IFRS 13 and 
amendments to IAS 39 and 
IFRS 9. It has been clarified 
that those elements that 
have no stated interest rates 
can be shown at invoice 
amounts when the effect of  
discounting is immaterial. 
Entities will need to 
assess what is meant by 
‘immaterial’ in this context.

IAS 16, Property, Plant 
and Equipment, and IAS 

38, Intangible Assets, 
provide two different 

treatments for 
accumulated 
depreciation/
amortisation 

the entity, or another entity 
in the same group, and can 
relate to the performance 
of  the whole or part of  
the entity. A performance 
condition must contain a 
service condition and be 
met while the counterparty 
renders the service. 

A market condition is 
a form of  performance 
condition but a share 
market index target is a 

non-vesting condition as it 
reflects the performance 
of  other entities as well 
as those of  the group. If  
the counterparty ceases 
to provide service during 
the vesting period, and so 
does not meet a service 
condition, then no expense 
is recognised for the 
services received and is 
reversed. If  there is vesting 
of  an award on cessation 
of  employment, then this 
obviously does not apply.

IFRS 8, Operating 
Segments, states that two or 
more operating segments 
may be aggregated into a 

single operating segment 
if  aggregation is consistent 
with the core principles of  
the standard, and as long as 
the segments have similar 
economic characteristics 
and are similar in certain 
qualitative aspects. 

The amendment requires 
disclosure of  the judgments 

▌▌▌THE IASB HAS CLARIFIED THE POSITION IN IFRS 13, 
FAIR VALUE MEASUREMENT, AS REGARDS SHORT-TERM 
RECEIVABLES AND PAYABLES

made by management in 
determining the aggregation 
criteria including the nature 
of  the similar economic 
characteristics. The 
reconciliation of  segment 
assets to total assets must 
be provided only if  the 
reconciliation is regularly 
reported to the chief  
operating decision maker 
(CODM).

The amendment arose 
as a result of  a submission 
by the European Securities 
and Markets Authority 
(ESMA) asking the IASB to 
consider the application 
of  the aggregation criteria 
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at the date of  a revaluation. 
Accumulated depreciation/
amortisation is either 
restated proportionately 
with the change in the gross 
carrying amount of  the 
asset, so that the carrying 
amount of  the asset after 
revaluation equals its 
revalued amount (the gross 
approach), or is eliminated 
against the gross carrying 
amount of  the asset and 
the net amount restated to 
the revalued amount of  the 
asset (the offset approach). 
Offset is often used for 
buildings and gross when an 
asset is revalued by means 
of  applying an index.

The restatement of  
accumulated depreciation 
proportionate to the gross 
carrying amount is not 
possible when the residual 
value, the useful life or the 
depreciation method has 
been changed before a 
revaluation. 

The amendment to 
IAS 16 and IAS 38 states 
that when an item is 
revalued, the accumulated 
depreciation is eliminated 
against the gross carrying 
amount of  the asset and 
the net amount is restated 

to the revalued amount of  
the asset. Alternatively, 
the gross carrying amount 
is restated consistent 
with the revaluation of  
the carrying amount. The 
accumulated depreciation 
is the difference between 
the gross and net carrying 
amounts. The gross 
carrying amount may be 
restated by reference to 
observable market data 
or proportionately to the 

IFRS 1, First-time 
Adoption of International 
Financial Reporting 
Standards, sets out the 
procedures an entity must 
follow when it first adopts 
IFRS. The amendment 
allows an entity to apply 
either an existing effective 
IFRS or a new or revised 
IFRS that is not yet 
mandatory (provided 
that early application is 
permitted). However, the 
entity has to apply the 
same version of  the IFRS 
throughout the periods 
covered by those first IFRS 
financial statements. This 
clarifies the meaning of  
‘effective IFRS’ in IFRS 1. 

Finally, IAS 24, 
Related Party Disclosures, 
is amended so that an 
entity that provides key 
management personnel 
services is a related party 
and subject to the related 
party disclosures.

Some of  these 
amendments are 
retrospective, some are 
effective immediately 
and some prospectively 
from 1 July 2014. Earlier 
application is permitted 
without adopting all 
amendments. ■

Graham Holt is director of 
professional studies at the 
accounting, finance and 
economics department at 
Manchester Metropolitan 
University Business School

FOR MORE INFORMATION:

The publications IASB concludes 2010–2012 and 
2011–2013 Annual Improvements Cycles are available at 

http://tinyurl.com/IFRSb  

change in the net carrying 
amount. The determination 
of  the accumulated 
depreciation does not 
depend on the selection of  
the valuation technique.

IFRS 13 includes a scope 
exception for measuring 
the fair value of  a group 
of  financial assets and 
financial liabilities on a 
net basis. It was not clear 
whether this exception, 
known as the ‘portfolio 
exception’, included all 
contracts within the scope 
of  IAS 39 or IFRS 9, which 
includes such things as 
commodity derivatives, 
which do not meet the 
definitions of  financial 
assets or financial liabilities 
in IAS 32. The IASB’s 
intention was to include 
such contracts in the 
portfolio exception. 

The amendment clarifies 
that the portfolio exceptions 
can be applied to financial 
assets, financial liabilities 
and other contracts within 
IAS 39 or IFRS 9, and not 
just to those contracts 
that meet the definition of  
financial assets or liabilities.
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GUIDE TO REVIEW 
ENGAGEMENTS
As highlighted last month, 
the International Federation 
of  Accountants (IFAC) has 
issued a guide to review 
engagements, which 
coincides with the coming 
into effect of  the updated 
standard ISRE 2400 
(Revised). It is effective for 
periods ending on or after 
31 December 2013. 

IFAC suggests that a 
review engagement ‘is 
another form of  assurance 
that can meet the needs of  
some SMEs without putting 
an undue strain on time and 
other resources’, and that 
it provides ‘some level of  
independent assurance to 
increase the credibility of  
their financial statements’. 

The guidance is aimed 
at supporting practitioners 
and contains examples, work 
programmes, extracts from 
the standard and checklists. 

More at www.accaglobal.
com/advisory

Glenn Collins, head of 
technical advisory, ACCA UK

 
OECD

FEDERAL TAX SYSTEMS
The Organisation for 
Economic Cooperation 
and Development (OECD) 
has released a book that 
provides insight into how 
national and regional (or 
subnational state/provincial) 
governments interact in 
framing and operating tax 
policies and collection. 

Fiscal Federalism 2014: 
Making Decentralisation Work 
looks at how decentralised 
taxation systems can 
benefit companies and 

FINANCIAL REPORTING

IAS 27 AND IAS 19 
AMENDMENTS
The International Accounting 
Standards Board (IASB) 
has issued an exposure draft 
on its proposal to amend 
IAS 27, Separate Financial 
Statements, by allowing the 
equity method in separate 
financial statements. 

It has also made narrow-
scope amendments to 
IAS 19, Employee Benefits, 
affecting staff  contributions 
to defined benefit plans. 

Both allow for early 
adoption. 

More at www.accaglobal.
com/advisory

AUDIT AND ASSURANCE

ASSURANCE 
ENGAGEMENTS
International Standard on 
Assurance Engagements 
(ISAE) 3000 Revised, 
Assurance Engagements 
Other than Audits or Reviews 
of Historical Financial 
Information, is effective for 
assurance engagements 
when the report is dated on 
or after 15 December 2015. 

Each assurance 
engagement is classified as: 

* an attestation engagement 
or a direct engagement 

* a reasonable assurance 
engagement or a limited 
assurance engagement.

To use the ISAE it 
is expected that the 
practitioner is subject to 
ISQC 1 and the engagement 
team and reviewer are 
subject to Parts A and B 
of  the Code of  Ethics for 
Professional Accountants. 

More at www.accaglobal.
com/advisory

how tax competition 
between different levels 
of  government can have 
positive or negative 
economic effects. 

Fiscal Federalism 2014: 
Making Decentralisation Work 
is at http://tinyurl.com/
FiscFed1

TAX RATE DETAILS  
IN RICH COUNTRIES 
A detailed report on tax 
rates levied in 30 rich 
countries has been released 
by the OECD. 

The Revenue Statistics 
1965-2012 report finds that 
the ratios of  tax revenues 
to GDP rose in 21 of  these 
30 countries in 2012 
(the largest rises were in 
Hungary, Greece, Italy and 
New Zealand) and fell in 
nine countries, with the 
steepest falls occurring in 
Israel, Portugal and the UK.  

Revenue Statistics 1965-
2012 is available at http://
tinyurl.com/RevStat ■

Keith Nuthall, journalist

Technical update
A monthly round-up of the latest developments in financial reporting, audit, taxation and 
legislation from the European Union, the OECD and countries around the world

IAASB MAJOR PROJECTS
At its December meeting, 
the International Auditing 
and Assurance Standards 
Board (IAASB) approved 
a consultation paper on 
its proposed strategy 
2015 to 2019, and a 
work plan for 2015 
and 2016. The main 

features of the work plan are three major projects 
on scepticism, updating ISQC 1 and the special 
considerations relevant to financial institutions, as 
well as gathering further information on group audits 
and developing a process for a post-implementation 
review of the revised auditor reporting standards. 
Comments will be requested by April 2014.

The IAASB also approved the Audit Quality Framework 
which will be published in early 2014, and continued its 
discussion of  possible changes to a number of  ISAs to 
improve auditing of  disclosures in financial statements. 

The Board continued to discuss comments received 
on the revision of  ISA 720 (other information). It intends 
to approve a new version for further consultation.

The meeting also included an update from Canada 
on its development of  an assurance standard on 
direct reporting engagements and an update from the 
task force that monitors the International Accounting 
Standards Board work.

The auditor reporting consultation has ended and 
will be the IAASB’s key project for 2014. 

Sue Almond, ACCA technical director
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Suspicion or 
indication of  

potential fraud or 
irregularity

Conceptualisation 
(development of  
theories) as to  

how it may have 
taken place

Conduct preliminary 
interviews with 

potential suspects, 
witnesses and other 

informants

Financial, ratio, 
trend and cashflow 

analysis, and 
other analytical 

procedures

Subsequent/more 
focused interviews 
and interrogation

Gathering, securing 
and evaluation of  

evidence

Presentation of  
evidence and 

findings

Phase 1: 
Recognition and 

planning

Phase 2: Analysis 
and fact-finding

Phase 3: Evidence 
retrieval and 
preservation

Phase 4: Reporting 
and presenting  
the evidence for 
further action

Preserving and 
safe custody of  

evidence gathered

When the going gets 
tough, the tough get going! 
Unfortunately, this is also 
true when it comes to 
corporate fraud. Read any 
fraud survey or report and 
you are likely to come across 
a disturbing common finding 
– that fraud is on the rise. 

EY’s Asia-Pacific Fraud 
Survey 2013 reported that: 
‘Across the Asia-Pacific 
area – comprising Australia, 
China, Indonesia, Malaysia, 
New Zealand, South Korea, 
Singapore and Vietnam – 
fraudulent practices are 
on the rise, and there is 
a disconnect between the 
policies that are in place 
and how they are applied 
in practice. 

‘Overall, one in five 
respondents considers 
bribery and corruption 
to be widespread in their 
home countries. In the 
rapid-growth markets where 
growth is relatively high but 
systems and procedures 
are typically less developed 
– such as China, Indonesia, 
Malaysia and Vietnam – the 
figure is close to one in two.’ 

The recently released 
KPMG Malaysia Fraud, 
Bribery and Corruption Survey 
2013 found that 89% of  
its survey respondents felt 
that the extent of  fraud had 
increased over the past three 
years, while 94% said they 
believed that frauds had 
become more sophisticated 
and 85% agreed that frauds 
are increasingly becoming 
aligned to industry and 
more targeted to certain 
business processes. 

With fraud on the rise, the 
need and demand for the 
specialist skills and services 
of  forensic accounting 

professionals has also been 
growing in recent years. A 
2011 Forensic and Valuation 
Services Trend Survey 
conducted by the American 
Institute of  CPAs found 
that 79% of  respondents 
expected to see a greater 
demand for such services in 
the next two to five years. 

Not surprisingly, all 
sizes of  organisations 
and industries said that 
they expected to see more 
litigation and regulatory 
enforcement within the next 
two to five years, and 80% 
of  respondents saw this as 
a future trend. A resounding 
83% said they used internal 
resources to support their 
forensic practice while 24% 
had taken on more internal 
forensic professionals in 
their practices. 

The definition of  
forensic accounting
Forensic accounting is a 
science that deals with the 
application of  accounting 
facts and theories gathered 
through auditing methods 
and procedures to resolve 
legal problems. 

Forensic accounting 
professionals’ analyses of  
corporate accounts have 
a primary objective of  
resolving a dispute and, 
given that ‘forensic’ means 
‘suitable for use in a court 
of  law’, it is to that standard 
and potential outcome that 
they generally work.

Forensic accounting 
is very different from 
conventional auditing: the 
specialisation integrates 
investigative, accounting 
and auditing skills. Forensic 
accounting professionals 
look at documents, and »  

Financial CSI is on the rise
Forensic accountants use investigative, accounting and auditing 
skills to expose corporate fraud, and caseloads are soaring globally

THE FORENSIC ACCOUNTING 
PROCESS
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THE FRAUD TRIANGLE

fraud triangle (diagram 
above) when devising 
theories of  how (and even 
why) the potential fraudulent 
event/transaction transpired.

Once a number of  
possible theories are on 
the table, they have to be 
validated somehow. One 
way is to conduct interviews 
with potential suspects, 
witnesses and other 
informants. It is crucial 
that the forensic accounting 
professional is methodical 
in order to garner as much 
information as possible. 

The primary purpose of  
most interviews is to gather 
evidence through facts and 
other information supplied 
by witnesses. Interviewers 
should obtain background 
information about the 
witnesses, the subject 
matter of  the investigation, 
and the potential suspects. 

Efforts should be made 
during the interviews to 
identify new records or 
evidence, and additional 
witnesses. Interviews should 
strive to obtain answers to 
the basic questions: who, 
what, where, when, how and 
why. The key ground rules 
in performing an effective 
interview include:

* exercise courtesy and 
respect with interviewees

* if  documents or exhibits 
are to be used, they must 
be carefully collated 

financial and other data in 
a critical manner in order 
to draw conclusions and 
calculate values or indicators 
to identify irregular 
patterns and/or suspicious 
transactions. They do not 
merely look at the numbers, 
but rather behind and in 
between them, and they try 
to assess what the patterns 
and trends suggest. This 
analysis is then used to 
gather qualified evidence. 

The forensic 
accounting process
Forensic accounting and 
fraud investigation entails 
a methodological process 
of  collecting and compiling 
financial data that can 
be used in the court of  
law or internally within an 
organisation (see diagram 
on page 53). 

An investigation is usually 
triggered by a suspicion or 
indications of  irregularity 
(also known as ‘red flags’) 
such as unusual increases in 
purchases, major fluctuations 
in operating expenses, 
unexplained claims, 
increasing complaints from 
customers on quality of  
goods/services, and so on. 

It is uncommon for 
forensic accounting to be 
carried out as a routine 
procedure or endeavour in 
an organisation, but having 
some form of  forensic 
accounting/investigative 
approach (or anti-fraud 
programme) as part of  
an organisation’s risk 
management programme is 
gaining a following. 

The initial step that a 
forensic accountant takes is 
reconstructing a probable 
method, or trail, with 
supporting evidence of  how 
the suspicious event took 
place. This is sometimes 
referred to as the ‘dead 
body theory’ approach. 

At this juncture, it is 
imperative that forensic 
accountants consider the 

before the interview, 
preferably using copies  
of  documents as opposed 
to originals 

* when arranging an 
interview, choose a 
location to ensure 
privacy and to minimise 
interruptions, and note 
that it is recommended 
that only one person be 
interviewed at a time 

* ensure your interviewee 
has access to an exit 
that is not blocked by the 
interviewers. This is a 
safety consideration, but 
may also subtly highlight 
the voluntary nature of  
statements given 

* as preparation, 
interviewers should 
thoroughly review 
the appropriate 
data, documents and 
information relating to 
the subject matter of   
the interview

* all relevant parties, 
including the interviewee, 
should consent to any 
audio or video recording 
of  the interview

* take notes during the 
interview, and dictate 
and clean them up within 
a day or two while it is 
fresh in your mind. 

After building up the 
case (or validating the 
developed theories) through 
information obtained from 
the interviews, a forensic 

accounting professional will 
be able to narrow down the 
search/scope for the ‘hard’ 
evidence by performing 
analytical procedures such 
as financial, ratio, operating 
cashflow and trend analyses 
to look for irregular patterns 
and abnormalities, as well 
as transactions outside the 
ordinary course of  business. 

This approach enables the 
forensic accountant to zero 
in on specific transactions, 
timelines or areas (such as 
type of  activity, department 
or persons) where the 
potential incriminating 
evidence can be found. 

A common analytical tool 
that has been incorporated 
into many forensic software 
tools is Benford’s Law. 
It looks at an entire 
account to determine if  
the numbers fall into the 
expected distribution. Most 
accounting-related data can 
be expected to conform to a 
Benford distribution because 
typical accounts comprise 
transactions that result from 
combining numbers. 

For example, accounts 
receivable is the number of  
items sold multiplied by the 
price per item. Benford’s 
Law will apply to almost 
any natural data set (e.g. 
payment amounts), but not 
to a limited-by-definition 
category (e.g. payment 
amounts between $50 and 
$100) or to predetermined 
data sets (e.g. customer or 
social security numbers).

Once the suspected 
transactions or evidence that 
substantiates the potential 
fraud have been isolated, the 
evidence has to be retrieved 
and evaluated to ensure that 
it qualifies for use in further 

Pressure

Incentives and 
opportunitiesRationalisation
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THE QUALIFIED EVIDENCE PATHWAY

Follow CSI rule – 
‘bag and tag’

Establish a chain 
of custody for 

all evidence and 
maintain a log book

Ensure authorised 
access to evidence

Store evidence in a 
safe location

action, be it disciplinary 
or prosecutable in nature. 
A high standard is usually 
applied for this, whereby it 
must be able to stand the 
scrutiny of  law. Therefore it 
is crucial that the evidence 
gathered satisfies:
1 intent – to show motive 

for the act committed
2 method – how and what 

was done in committing 
the fraudulent act

3 persons – who committed 
the act (including any 
accomplices)

4 quantified – the impact 
of  the act to the 
organisation/victim.

The nature of  evidence may 
include documents detailing 
or depicting the act (such 

as forgery), oral testimony 
(confessions from suspects, 
witnesses/experts), audio/
video recordings, electronic 
data capture and so on. 

There are many occasions 
where the incriminating 
evidence may be electronic 
or digital in nature, such 
as emails, electronically 
transmitted transactions 
or correspondences, or 
even files and information 
that have been deliberately 
deleted with a view to 
disguising a fraudulent act. 

In such instances, it 
often becomes necessary to 
employ computer forensic 

tools, as the evidence is 
lying within computer hard 
drives, and on networks or 
other electronic equipment. 
Such investigations are 
often described as the 
autopsy of  a computer 
hard disk drive because 
specialised software tools 
and techniques are required 
to analyse the various levels 
at which data is stored after 
the fact/transaction. 

The objective of  computer 
forensics is to provide 
digital evidence of  a specific 
or general activity. It is 
important to note that when 
it comes to using computer 
forensic tools, it is not a 
good idea to use freeware as 
its integrity is questionable 

in a court of  law and could 
even corrupt data. 

Following the gathering 
of  qualified evidence, it is 
crucial that it is properly 
preserved and safe custody 
is ensured, as illustrated in 
the diagram below.

A matter of  law
Whether an act of  fraud 
has been committed is 
ultimately determined by 
law. This is why forensic 
accounting (including 
evidence-gathering) must 
be conducted in a manner 
suitable for a court of  law. 
Given the requirement for 

this ‘high standard’, the 
entire forensic process must 
be completed in a proper 
manner and not ‘tainted’,  
as this can lead the facts 
and evidence presented  
to become inadmissible. 
These standards include:

* it must be performed 
by qualified, competent, 
independent and 
experienced personnel  
or experts

* the entire process – from 
the red flags, interviews 
and analysis to qualified 
evidence – must be 
properly documented

* due care must be 
exercised during the 
investigation, such as 
obtaining the necessary 

consents and approvals, 
with no coercion, threats 
or force in obtaining 
information, testimonies 
or confessions; and 
obtaining warrants, 
subpoenas or court 
orders, where relevant, 
to proceed with a search, 
interview or interrogation

* compliance with relevant 
laws, especially those 
relating to privacy

* maintainance of  a strong 
chain of  custody over 
evidence gathered.

Forensic accounting 
professionals need to 
keep up to date with laws 

relating to evidence in their 
respective jurisdictions, such 
as the Evidence Act 1950 in 
Malaysia and the Evidence 
Act (Chapter 97) 1997 
in Singapore, so as to be 
aware of  what is expected 
when it comes to ‘accepted’ 
evidence in a court of  law. 
This avoids the possibility 
of  being ‘disqualified’ on a 
technicality. 

Conclusion
There are clear indications 
that fraud is not fizzling 
out any time soon, and it is 
undeniable that the need for 
forensic accounting will be 
greater in the future. 

Factors such as 
uncertainties in the 
marketplace, technological 
advancements in business, 
increasing concerns and 
regulations by regulators, 
enhanced scrutiny 
over experts, changes 
in legislation relating 
to evidence as well as 
emerging new tactics in 
committing fraud by ‘new-
age’ fraudsters mean that 
the scope of  the forensic 
accounting professional’s 
role is broadening, and  
the challenges that they  
face will be greater. 

Forensic accounting 
needs to evolve and be a 
step ahead of  the game. ■

Ramesh Ruben Louis is 
a professional trainer 
and consultant in audit & 
assurance, risk management 
& corporate governance, 
corporate finance and public 
practice advisory

▌▌▌FORENSIC ACCOUNTING PROFESSIONALS NEED TO 
KEEP UP TO DATE WITH LAWS RELATING TO EVIDENCE 
TO AVOID BEING ‘DISQUALIFIED’ ON A TECHNICALITY
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THE 10 KEY COMPETENCIES
Every accounting professional needs 
a little help, and in the wake of 
ACCA’s survey of more than 500 
CFOs in the course of developing 
its report, The complete finance 
professional 2013, it has unveiled 
a new competency framework that 
lists the 10 key competencies that 
finance professionals must have. 

These competencies are 
professionalism and ethics; 

governance, risk and control; 
stakeholder relationship management; 
strategy and innovation; leadership 
and management; corporate 
reporting; sustainable management 
accounting; financial management; 
audit and assurance; and taxation. 

Six of  the 10 items are directly 
related to what has come to be defined 
within the contemporary commercial 
environment as ‘soft skills’. 

DIVE INTO C-SUITE
For the finance professional who is looking to find a place round the boardroom  
table, leadership acumen and interpersonal skills are as vital as technical expertise

‘For instance, a decision in favour of  lower financial 
gain in return for higher staff  morale will require effective 
communication to relevant stakeholders, who need to 
be convinced that, in the long run, the organisation will 
benefit more through improved bottom-line results and 
increased shareholder value.’

Softly, softly
A plethora of  technical skills is required by accounting 
professionals – whether or not they aspire to the C-suite. But, 
says Hazurin Harun, CFO of  property developer Bolton, ‘these 
technical skills need to be complemented with soft skills in 
order for them to contribute meaningfully to the organisation. 

‘At senior level, these skills become relevant and very 
important,’ he adds. ‘The ability to communicate effectively 
internally and externally is probably the most important 
soft skill that any accounting professional could have – and 
unfortunately, not all of  them have it.’

C-suite veterans agree on one thing: while young 
professionals may begin their careers relying heavily on 
technical competencies, this changes over time. Says Chew: ‘As 
employers, we look for hard skills in every one of  our new hires 
at junior level, but as the company develops, and they progress 
up the corporate ladder, soft skills begin to outweigh the 
hard. There are other aspects as well, which will necessitate 
a broader range of  soft skills among potential C-suite 
candidates. One of  these is an increasingly diverse workforce.’ 

Meanwhile, Tan believes that rapidly changing social, 
technological and business conditions will lead and shape 

business models. This means 
that, in the very near future, 
senior management will have 
to engage Baby Boomers, 
Gen X and Gen Y effectively 
in order to sustain growth. ‘I 
expect senior management 
staff  to recognise that 80% 
of  the skill sets required to 
run their job functions are soft 

skills; the technical part of  their 
work is already supplemented by 
their subordinates,’ Chew says. ‘At 
senior level, they have to critically 
apply their IQ and EQ [emotional 
quotient] to leadership, be aware of  

I
It used to be that hard work, the ability to crunch 
numbers correctly and a penchant for delving into 
details could set you up as an accounting professional 
for life, with a direct line of sight to the CFO or CEO’s 

chair in the not-so-distant future. However, times have 
changed. Along with technical competency and work 
experience, those aspiring to the C-suite must seriously 
consider developing characteristics previously regarded as 
beneficial but not entirely essential for the top roles. 

‘Technical expertise enables us to provide quality services 
and solutions to our clients,’ says Tan Theng Hooi, Deloitte 
Malaysia’s country managing partner. ‘But it is the ability to 
communicate effectively, with integrity and openness, which 
will help engage and inspire clients’ confidence. Tenacity 
and good judgement are equally important.’ 

Tan stresses that while the workplace today places a 
high premium on technical capabilities, anyone operating 
at senior management level will find their interpersonal 
skills put to the test. ‘A solid knowledge of  leadership and 
management skills is therefore crucial. An organisation’s 
success or failure is highly dependent on the “people” 
component,’ he says.

OCBC Bank CEO Jeffrey Chew offers a different 
perspective. ‘Senior management tends to find itself  
at a crossroads when tackling grey areas,’ he says. 
‘When we find a right way being pitted against another 
equally right way, a judgement call is required – and this is 
where we find all those soft skills being put into practice in 
the real world. 
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their shortcomings, and take steps 
to overcome these.’ 

But with the mix of  generations 
imminent, friction may be unavoidable. 
‘Gen X and Y are not afraid to voice 
their opinions,’ Hazurin says. ‘It’s the 
way these opinions are articulated that 
need soft-skill application.’

The right blend
These observations point to a future workplace littered 
with soft-skill landmines, so what are young accounting 
professionals just entering the industry to do? Chew 
acknowledges that accountants have been traditionally 
thought of  as lacking in interpersonal skills. But, he says, 
‘I think the perception is changing.’ 

‘Accounting professionals today are far better off, soft-
skills-wise, due to the changing demands of  the profession. 
But we could perhaps do better in the way we blend soft 
skills with hard ones,’ he adds.

The need to create better understanding between people 
with different skill sets and training has never been so 
urgent. Citing his own organisation, Hazurin says: ‘We have 
civil engineers, mechanical and electrical engineers, project 
architects, quantity surveyors, accounting and finance 
professionals, marketing professionals and legal professionals 
– all who need to be able to understand and be understood. 

‘Communication is of  paramount importance, and 
finding a way for these diverse groups to work cohesively 
is akin to finding the “holy grail” of  human capital 
management!’ he adds. 

Those aspiring to the C-suite should note the advice of  
three who are already there.

‘I’d like to see initiative,’ remarks Hazurin. ‘Don’t be 
afraid to fail or make mistakes. Learn from them. Take 
short courses that teach you skills; ask lots of  questions, 
and study how your superiors articulate themselves among 

peers, subordinates and their bosses. Learn to speak well; 
learn to speak good English, or Mandarin – and always 
aspire to be better.’

Chew believes that good academic qualifications and a 
firm grasp of  technical skills will always be in demand. ‘But 
any basic soft skills are most welcome. Improve adaptation 
skills, and don’t always use the same approach for different 
scenarios. Instead of  running for help, develop the ability to 
solve your problems independently.’

‘Accounting professionals need to be more adaptable,’ Tan 
concludes. ‘To meet the ever-changing expectations of  the 
profession, they should find a balance between continuously 
developing technical and soft skills. Technical skills are 
necessary but they are not sufficient, and what sets leaders 
apart from others is their drive to continuously learn and 
improve themselves. Understand the choices you have, set 
goals and be responsible for creating the career you want.’ ■

Majella Gomes, journalist

▌▌▌’DON’T BE AFRAID TO FAIL OR MAKE 
MISTAKES. LEARN FROM THEM. ASK LOTS OF 
QUESTIONS AND ALWAYS ASPIRE TO BE BETTER’

FOR MORE INFORMATION:

The complete finance professional is available at  
www.accaglobal.com/ab36

View the Competency Framework at:  
competencyframework.accaglobal.com
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From football to finance
Robert Mutchell FCCA, CFO of BP Ventures, talks about making the switch from semi-
professional footballer to finance professional, and how the game inspired his work ethic

education,’ he says. ‘That’s 
one of  the best things about 
football – the focus is on it 
being a short career.’

Trainees were expected 
to complete their education 
on day release but, rather 
than study sport, Mutchell 
took a BTech in business 
and finance, and studied for 
A-levels in the evenings.

‘Everyone else did their 
college on a different day so 

I’d be the only apprentice 
in on Thursdays,’ he recalls. 
‘I had to clean all the boots 
and put all the kit out and do 
all the other jobs before the 
pros came in the morning.’

Mutchell played 
professionally for five 
years, moving from Oxford 
United to Barnet before 
becoming semi-professional 
at Stevenage, which allowed 
him to further develop his 
financial career.

Golden opportunity
‘I was in the dressing room 
one day and someone from 
the Footballers’ Further 
Education and Vocational 
Training Society came in,’ he 
recalls. ‘They basically said, 
“We’ve got £50m to fund the 
education of  professional 
footballers and we can’t give 
it away: whether you want to 
fly planes, drive trains or be 
an accountant… we’ve got 
funding available.”’

A family friend steered 
him towards ACCA, he 
recalls. ‘I said, “I would love 

Career challenges are 
nothing new to Robert 
Mutchell, who switched 
from being a professional 
footballer to a finance 
professional. The challenges 
he has faced have arguably 
been greater since he hung 
up his boots, but the lessons 
he learned at an early 
age have stayed with him 
throughout his career.

Now the CFO of  BP 
Ventures and head of  finance 
at BP Alternative Energy, he 
faced his first big decision 
when only 15: he had been 
scouted by Oxford United 
and was training with them 
at weekends and holidays, 
but he had also reached the 
finals of  the county tennis 
championships.

‘On the day before the 
final, a phone call came from 
Oxford to say we had a youth 
team match against Aston 
Villa the next day,’ he says.  
‘I went to the match and 
didn’t pick up a racquet 
again for another 15 years.’

As an apprentice at 
Oxford, Mutchell came under 
the guidance of  youth team 
coach and future England 
manager Steve McClaren and 
learned some early lessons 
in career-building: ‘He used 
to disappear for a week and 
then come back and say 
he’d been at Inter Milan, so 
we’d all be doing drills like 
Inter Milan. You understand 
how someone can go from 
being journeyman player to 
England manager when you 
see how they utilise people 
they know in the game.’

Even back then Mutchell 
was looking to the future. 
‘My parents said follow 
the dream but at the same 
time make sure you get an 

▌▌▌‘ONCE YOU START THOSE EXAMS IT LEADS YOU IN. 
I HAD A THIRST AND A DESIRE, AND I WAS INQUISITIVE 
ABOUT HOW THE BIG BOYS DID IT’

proved successful, after 
a partner was impressed 
by Mutchell’s interesting 
background and educational 
achievements. 

‘That was when the 
football began to drift off  a 
bit,’ he says. ‘It was a great 
period in my life because I 
was still playing good-level 
sport but at the same time 
building a career.’

After three years the 
opportunity came to move 
to Abu Dhabi for three 
years working with the oil 
industry. Playing football 
even part-time was no longer 
an option, but the skills 
still proved useful for social 
games with local clients, 
most of  the local KPMG 
partners being cricket fans 
from Pakistan or India. 

‘I learned the pidgin 
Arabic for shoot, pass, left 
and right,’ he says. 

Working in a small office 
broadened his experience, 
but Mutchell was looking 
forward to getting back into 
the thick of  it in the UK. But 

*‘Follow the dream but don’t 
neglect your education.’

*‘Use what differentiates you to get 
noticed.’

*	‘Network and understand other 
people’s worlds.’

*	‘Don’t be afraid to take a chance.’TI
PS

to be a footballer until my 
mid-30s and I think I’ve got 
commercial and business 
acumen, but I’m not sure 
what I want to do.” He said, 
“If  you are comfortable  
with numbers and enjoy 
business there’s really 
nothing better than trying  
to qualify as an accountant. 
A lot of  business leaders 
come from that background 
and it will open doors when 
you come out of  the game.”’

He went part-time at 
Stevenage to do some work 
experience before becoming 
audit junior at Leedhams  
and then audit senior at 
Jerroms, where he gained  
his ACCA Qualification in 
1998. ‘That gives you a 
fantastic grounding and  
an understanding of  how  
it all works,’ he says. ‘But 
once you start doing those 
exams it leads you in. I had  
a thirst and a desire, and  
I was inquisitive about how 
the big boys did it.’

A speculative approach 
to KPMG Birmingham 
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another decision point came 
when BP decided to begin 
its Sarbanes-Oxley project 
just as Mutchell was due to 
return to the UK. 

‘Up to that point I had 
been thinking, am I going to 
be a partner at KPMG?’ he 
says. ‘I think I had my head 
turned by the culture of  BP.’

Moving to oil giant BP 
in 2005 brought him closer 
to business, but then he 
faced his biggest challenge: 
breaking out of  financial 
control into a leadership role.

‘It was a steep learning 
curve. I had to immerse 
myself  in the technical and 
commercial aspects of  the 
business very fast, working 
out how best my financial 
control and accounting 
background could add value 
to the strategic direction of  
the business.’

Branching out
Mutchell’s response was to 
take on extra projects such 
as becoming BP’s graduate 
recruitment representative  
at Birmingham University.

‘All of  a sudden you’ve got 
to network to understand all 
these different roles in BP 
because the graduates are 
asking you about that,’ he 
says. ‘Then later when you 
get an opportunity you can 
demonstrate you understand 
the challenges and the risks 
because you are talking the 
language of  the people that 
are interviewing you.’

Mutchell’s efforts paid 
off  when he was nominated 
for BP’s career acceleration 
programme. After becoming 
financial manager of  BP’s 
corporate venturing unit, he 
broadened his commercial 
role by working with the 
innovative companies in 
which BP invests. 

‘In BP the roles can 
be very narrow and deep, 
but this is broader: one 
day you’ll be dealing with 
budgets and forecasting, 
and the next you’ll be sitting 

on a board as a non-exec,’ 
he says.

Mutchell also has his 
own team to encourage: 
‘If  people tell me they 
aren’t sure they can do 

something, I say give it a 
go. As opportunities arise I 
encourage my team to step 
into roles that challenge 
them. If  it’s not something 
that they enjoy or where 

they can excel, then we 
always have our qualified 
accountant background to 
fall back on.’ ■

Mick James, journalist
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Whatever their 
geographical or sectoral 
bases, Council members 
do not represent particular 
areas or functions. Council 
members are elected by the 
membership as a whole.

Candidates in the Council 
elections come from all 
parts of  the world and every 
sector of  the profession, and 
represent a wide range of  
senior positions. Long-term 
or technical experience is 
valuable, but so is proven 
ability to participate actively 
in strategic decision-
making. Council experience 
is not necessary but an 
understanding of  good 
governance is essential, and 
personal and professional 
integrity must be of  the 
highest standard.

Specifically, ACCA 
expects members to have:

* an ability to take a 
strategic and analytical 
approach to issues and to 
see the big picture

* an understanding of  
the business and the 
marketplace

* communication and 
networking skills

* an ability to interact with 

As the governing body of 
ACCA, Council has a pivotal 
role. It has a wide-ranging 
remit that includes:

* ensuring ACCA operates 
in the public interest and 
delivers the objectives set 
out in its royal charter

* setting ACCA’s overall 
direction through regular 
approval of  ACCA strategy

* ensuring governance 
structures are aligned to 
the effective delivery  
of  strategy

* engaging with members 
to explain and promote 
ACCA’s strategic direction

* acting on behalf  of  all 
members – and future 
members (today’s 
students)

* providing an objective 
environment for the 
executive team to explore 
new ideas or challenges.

Council and the executive 
team collaborate to 
devise strategy which 
is then approved by 
Council. Strategy delivery 
is the responsibility 
of  the executive team, 
with Council providing 
process governance and 
performance management.

peers and respect the 
views of  others

* decision-making abilities

* an ability to act in 
an ambassadorial 
role in many different 
environments

* planning and time 
management

* a willingness to learn  
and develop.

Anyone wishing to stand 
must be nominated by at 
least 10 other members in 
good standing. Candidates 

should supply a head-and-
shoulders photograph and 
an election statement of  up 
to 500 words. Candidates 
must also sign declarations 
of  their willingness to 
comply with, and be bound 
by, the code of  practice for 
Council members.

From 2014, candidates 
may also produce a 
video in support of  their 
election statements. The 
videos will be posted on a 
dedicated section of  the 
ACCA website, together 
with the written statements 
and photographs.

Further information on 
Council service and the 
election process, including 
guidance on the production 
of  election videos and rules 
on the use of  social media 
during the Council elections, 
can be obtained at  
www.accaglobal.com/ab62 
or by sending an email to 
secretariat@accaglobal.com 
quoting ‘Council Elections’ 
in the subject box.

The closing date for 
submitting nominations is 
18 June 2014. ■

Elections to Council
Nominations are invited for members to stand for election to Council at the 2014 AGM

GRANT FUELS INTEGRATED REPORTING RESEARCH
ACCA, the International Association for Accounting Education and Research (IAAER) 
and the International Integrated Reporting Council (IIRC) have offered a grant of up to 
£50,000 to stimulate fresh research into the development of integrated reporting.

Ewan Willars, ACCA director of  policy, says: ‘We support the integrated reporting 
initiative and we want to see it flourish as it becomes increasingly important to the 
accounting and financial world.’

The organisations called for fresh thinking on meeting users’ information needs, the 
role of  materiality in determining the balance between completeness and conciseness 
in an integrated report, and organisational characteristics (the theoretical, policy and 
practical issues concerning the application of  the framework).

Michael Nugent, technical director – framework development, IIRC, says: 
‘Integrated reporting is market-led; it will evolve in line with business and user needs. 
This call for research will help the IIRC to continue to develop its understanding of  
what those needs are and the role of  integrated reporting.’ 
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The shape of things to come
As the growth of technology brings new challenges for finance professionals, it is vital 
that we are proactive in defining our future role, says Datuk Zaiton Mohd Hassan

Since the turn of the 
century, the role of 
finance professionals 
has continually evolved 
to match the changing 
business environment. We 
continue to see our jobs 
change as technology, 
and the speed at which it 
is progressing, fuel this 
transformation process. 

Today, finance leaders 
are finding themselves 
operating in, and having 
to react to, an increasingly 
volatile and technologically 
driven global economy. It 
should come as no surprise, 
then, that greater reliance 
on technology could 
see the rise of  the chief  
financial and technology 
officer (CFTO).

Research by ACCA 
and IMA (Institute of  
Management Accountants) 
in 2013 showed how greater 
involvement of  CFOs in big 
data and technology trends 
is critical to business growth 
and profit. Digital Darwinism: 
thriving in the face of 
technology change revealed 
the top 10 technologies with 
the potential to reshape the 
accountancy profession and 
business landscape: to be 
mobile; big data; artificial 
intelligence and robotics; 
cyber security; educational; 
cloud; payment systems; 
virtual and augmented 
reality; digital service 
delivery; and social.

The report Big data: its 
power and perils also found 
that 63% of  respondents 
in Malaysia cited big data 
as hugely important to 
the future of  business, 
potentially giving savvy 
businesses an edge on 
their competitors.

There is no escaping the 
use of  technology in the 
finance function today. In 
fact, advances in technology 
present an opportunity for 
the profession as there will 
be subsequent demands for 
new skills and competencies 
from accounting and finance 
professionals, from change 
management to knowledge 
of  data-extraction tools 
in the mining of  business 
intelligence.

That technology is 
becoming more embedded 
into the finance function 
reinforces the fact that 
the role of  accounting 
professionals goes beyond 
the production of  end-of-year 
reports. With big data coming 
into play and the increasing 
reliance on technology, 
finance professionals will 
find themselves calling 
on their analytical skills 
and ethical stewardship 
more and more. 

It is interesting to note 
that finance leaders are in 
a unique position of  being 
involved in almost every 
aspect of  the business 
– not unlike the role of  

the CEO. The implication 
here is that accounting 
professionals can be 
influential agents of  change 
within their organisation. 
And this means that we 
have to be at the forefront 
of  technological 
developments if  we 
are to contribute 
value to discussions 
at board level. 

Business leaders 
rely on finance 
professionals 
to direct the 
business to 
continued 
success. Hence, 
if  we are to 
continue to be 
sound business 
advisers, we must 
be proactive to shape 
our technological 
future, rather than be 
shaped by it. 

The ACCA 
Futures Conference, 
to be held in May, 
will explore this very 
topic. This is a regional 
initiative which will 
see conferences held 
in Malaysia, Hong 
Kong, Shanghai and 
Singapore. 

I urge ACCA 
members to take this 
opportunity to get 
in-the-know about 
the technological 
trends that will impact 
on our profession.  
Look out for this  
key event at www. 
accaevents.com.my ■

Datuk Zaiton Mohd 
Hassan is president  
of the ACCA  
Malaysia Advisory 
Committee

FOR MORE INFORMATION:

The Digital Darwinism report is available at  
www.accaglobal.com/futures

The Big data: its power and perils report is available at 
www.accaglobal.com/futures
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Approved Employers welcomed
Sherwin-Williams Services and Crowe Horwath are presented with ACCA Approved 
Employer certificates, while the latter also has an important milestone recognised

Approved Employer – 
Trainee Development 
(Platinum) and Professional 
Development streams. ACCA 
also took the opportunity 
to “congratulate Crowe 
Horwath on its 30th 
anniversary by presenting 
managing partner Poon 
Yew Hoe and partner Mok 
Wai Ling with a token to 
celebrate the occasion.

To find out more about 
Crowe Horwath, read our 
interview feature on page 12.

Head of ACCA Malaysia 
Jennifer Lopez presented 
Sherwin-Williams Services 
and Crowe Horwath with 
ACCA Approved Employer 
certificates, adding to 
the prestigious list of 
employers supporting ACCA 
students, affiliates and 
members in Malaysia. 

Sherwin-Williams 
Services was presented 
with certificates for the 
Professional Development 
stream at a ceremony 
attended by staff  in 
its finance shared 
services team. 

Meanwhile, Crowe 
Horwath received 
certificates for both 

► SEAL OF APPROVAL
Jennifer Lopez (centre) 
presents certificates to Crowe 
Horwath’s Mok Wai Ling and 
Poon Yew Hoe
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CERTIFY ME NOW! 
LAUNCHES
ACCA Malaysia has 
launched a government 
funding programme, Certify 
Me Now!, in collaboration 
with TalentCorp Malaysia, 
with a briefing session 
for employers.

The programme, which 
is available to recent 
graduates who have been 
working for a year or less 
in finance shared services 
functions or small-medium 
practitioners, is now open 
for registration. 

VISIT TO SIME DARBY 
ACCA Malaysia 
representatives visited the 
Sime Darby Global Services 
Centre in Kuala Lumpur to 
share updates. 

The event also provided 
an opportunity to discuss 
the new government 
funding schemes available 
to enable the finance 
shared service team to 
undertake studies with 
ACCA, such as the ACCA-
TalentCorp fund’s Certify 
Me Now! programme, 
and Peneraju’s Skil 
Pensijilan Perakaunan. 

TIME TO SHARE AT MAS
Finance staff at Malaysia 
Airlines (MAS) enjoyed 
an ACCA sharing session 
in January. 

About 30 employees 
from its finance and internal 
audit team listened as Dato’ 
Merina Abu Tahir FCCA, 
chief  internal auditor at 
MAS and member of  the 
ACCA Malaysia Advisory 
Committee, spoke about her 
ACCA journey. 

The event also welcomed 
two ambassadors from 
the ACCA-Shell Club: Nor 
Salina Lasa, implementation 
coordination lead Asia; and 
Lee Wee Ja, team manager 
– management information 
planning and analysis at 
the Shell Business Services 
Centre in Cyberjaya. They 
shared the benefits of  
initiating the club for 
its staff, which provides 
opportunities for networking 
and knowledge sharing.

Certify Me Now! unveiled
ACCA-TalentCorp programme Certify Me Now! launches with presentations, while staff 
at MAS hear about the benefits of ACCA and what workplace partnerships have to offer

▲ GET READY
Zaiti Ali, head of business 
relations at ACCA Malaysia, 
briefs employers 

► TALKING POINT
Sime Darby employees find 
out about the opportunities 
offered by ACCA

▲ HIGH FLYER
MAS’s Dato’ Merina Abu Tahir 
FCCA shares her experiences 
with colleagues

Recent graduates with 
an accounting degree 
from local universities 
can contact ACCA to 
register for the June 
and/or December 2014 
exams. Only 200 will be 
shortlisted to participate 
in this funding programme. 
Further information can 
be obtained by contacting 
myinfo@accaglobal.com
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Employer enhancements

ACCA has added to the 
attractions of its Approved 
Employer programme. 

The benefits for 
Approved Employers 
now include exclusive 
discounts when using the 
ACCA Careers website to 
recruit, recognition for the 
development they provide 
for ACCA members, and 

discounts for staff  taking 
ACCA’s online specialist 
finance certificates on topics 
including international 
financial reporting and 
international auditing.

ACCA members working 
for Approved Employers 
in the professional 
development stream 
automatically meet ACCA’s 

CPD requirements and do 
not have to follow the CPD 
unit scheme route.

Find out more at www.
accaglobal.com/ab63

If  you are not sure 
whether your employer is an 
Approved Employer, email  
members@accaglobal.com 
quoting ‘Approved Employer’ 
in the subject line.

Relaunch of Approved Employer programme retains CPD 
streamlining for ACCA members and adds benefits for employers

INSIDE 
ACCA
64 News Welcome 
for more Approved 
Employers; launch 
of  Certify Me Now! 
programme

63 Datuk Zaiton 
Mohd Hassan As 
technology changes, 
so must we 

62 Council Call for 
nominations for new 
Council members

ABOUT 
ACCA
ACCA is the global 
body for professional 
accountants. 
We aim to offer 
business-relevant, 
first-choice 
qualifications 
to people of  
application, ability 
and ambition around 
the world who seek a 
rewarding career in 
accountancy, finance 
and management. 
We support our 
162,000 members 
and 428,000 
students throughout 
their careers, 
providing services 
through a network 
of  89 offices and 
active centres. 
www.accaglobal.com 

CHAMPIONING ETHICS
A code of ethical conduct can be effective only if promoted and championed 
throughout the organisation, according to a new publication from CCAB, Developing 
and Implementing a Code of Ethical Conduct.

CCAB, a forum of  six accountancy bodies that includes ACCA and UK and Ireland 
institutes, says a code of  ethics can help address operational and integrity risks.

The guidance is aimed at professional accountants looking to develop or enhance 
codes of  conduct within their organisations but is also applicable to a wider audience.

The guidance is available at www.accaglobal.com/ab64

80
The number of  formal 
ACCA partnerships 
with trade associations, 
membership bodies, 
training providers and 
institutions around the 
world, including mutual 
recognition deals with 
professional accountancy 
bodies. For more benefits 
of  membership, go to 
www.accaglobal.com/
memberbenefits

▲ ACCA’S IFAC LINE-UP
Phoebe Yu FCCA, Compliance Advisory Panel member; Keto Kayemba; Japheth Katto FCCA, 
Nominating Committee member; Dorothy Ngwira FCCA, SMP Committee member; Alan 
Johnson FCCA, PAIB Committee member; Clare Minchington FCCA, IAESB member (until end 
2013); Brendan Murtagh FCCA, IAASB member; Marta Rejman FCCA, IFAC Board member

IFAC REPRESENTATIVES MEETING
Members of the boards and committees of the International Federation of Accountants 
(IFAC) who are sponsored by ACCA met with ACCA’s chief executive and senior staff 
late last year. One new IFAC representative attended: Keto Kayemba FCCA, who has 
joined IFAC’s Professional Accountancy Organization Development Committee.

Discussions focused on IFAC’s current strategy and priorities, its value proposition 
and future strategy, public interest and policy, and common areas of  interest for ACCA 
and IFAC in the future. The team also explored ways to ensure that ACCA continues to 
support IFAC in representing and developing the profession effectively at a global level.
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