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IFRS comes of age – but still has work to do

A decade has passed since 
International Financial 
Reporting Standards 
became the widely accepted 
accounting vernacular for 

listed fi nancial statements. Since the transition towards EU-
wide use of IFRS began all those years ago, 116 countries 
have adopted IFRS in full. To say that this has been a success 
is an understatement if you recall some initial reactions. Many 
local GAAP (generally accepted accounting principles) were 
considered perfectly adequate, so why take the trouble to re-
educate fi nance professionals on a different set of standards?  

Of course, the benefi t of a common language for fi nancial 
statements is a huge draw in this globalised age. Yet some 
markets, such as the US, have still not fully committed to IFRS. 
Convergence between the Financial Accounting Standards 
Board and the International Accounting Standards Board has 
failed for certain projects, such as fi nancial instruments, insurance 
and leases (while some successes can be celebrated in signifi cant 
areas such as the revenue standard). As IASB chairman Hans 
Hoogervorst points out on page 36, IFRS is important to the US 

and the IASB needs to be patient. In this exclusive interview he 
explains why the past 10 years of IFRS is a cause for celebration 
and why there was a need to issue a recent document addressing 
some misconceptions about the work of the IASB.

Also in this issue, we consider why Big Four fi rms in Asia are 
diversifying into legal services and building legal muscle by 
adding lawyer partners and acquiring legal fi rms. After a long 
hiatus of abandoning the legal market, many outright after the 
Enron scandal in 2002, accountancy fi rms are fi nding that now is 
the time to rekindle their legal strategies. Read more on page 28.

In our interview on page 12, we speak with ACCA president 
Datuk Alexandra Chin, who took up offi ce in October. Having 
notched up 32 years in public practice and set up her own 
thriving accountancy fi rm, Chin has a wealth of experience and 
knowledge to share. As ACCA’s fourth female president, she cites 
women’s leadership as important for the growth of the profession 
and urges women members to inspire the younger generation. 
You can read about her aspirations on page 22, where you’ll fi nd 
details of an exclusive video on her inspirational career journey.

Colette Steckel, Asia editor, colette.steckel@accaglobal.com
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www.accaglobal.com/ab
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Sign up for our weekly news and 
technical bulletin at 
www.accaglobal.com/ab

Accountancy Futures
View our twice-yearly research and 
insights journal at 
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Student Accountant
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ACCA Qualifi cation and 
Foundation-level students at 
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Member benefits
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ACCA Careers
Search thousands of vacancies and 
sign up for customised job alerts at 
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About ACCA

ACCA is the global body for 
professional accountants. We aim to 
offer business-relevant, fi rst-choice 
qualifi cations to people of application, 
ability and ambition around the 
world who seek a rewarding 
career in accountancy, fi nance and 
management. We support our 178,000 
members and 455,000 students 
throughout their careers, providing 
services through a network of 95 
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Channels and media

Accounting and Business is more 
than just a magazine. You can read 
us, follow us and engage with us – 
and in more ways than one. 

AB hub
See our new AB hub at 
www.accaglobal.com/ab 

AB app
Download from iTunes App Store, 
Google Play or via the AB hub

AB digital archive
The latest issue and an 
archive of issues stretching back 
to 2009

Twitter
Accounting and Business tweets 
at @ACCA_ABmagazine 

Videos and podcasts
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go to www.accaglobal.com/ab

Webinars
On a raft of topical issues
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▲ Good sports
Deloitte has been 
appointed official 
professional services 
partner for the 8th 
ASEAN Para Games, 
which will take place in 
Singapore in December

▲ Tough times
China’s foreign exchange 
reserves posted their 
biggest monthly fall on 
record in August, as 
Beijing tries to halt a slide 
in the yuan and stabilise 
financial markets 

► On air
Expansion plans for 
the BBC World Service 
include a daily news 
programme for North 
Korea as well as more 
broadcasts to Russia, 
India and the Middle East

▲ Weather alert
The strengthening 
El Niño weather 
phenomenon, at its worst 
since 1998, has led to a 
prolonged drought in 
Thailand, reducing rice 
exports by 18% this year

6 News | Pictures
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▼ Checking out
Supermarket chain 
Tesco has sold 
Homeplus, its South 
Korean business, for 
£4.2bn in order to pay 
down debt and help 
revitalise its UK business

▼ Star role 
A new United Nations 
campaign, featuring stars 
such as Beyoncé, will 
highlight its new goals to 
eradicate poverty, fight 
inequality and combat 
climate change

▼ On the move 
As refugees, mainly 
from Syria, continue to 
make the treacherous 
journey to Europe, the 
United Nations predicts 
that 400,000 will arrive 
by sea this year
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News roundup
This issue’s stories and infographics from across the Asia-Pacifi c region, as well 
as a look at the latest developments affecting the fi nance profession around the world

Partners in excellence 
Deloitte has partnered with 
the Singapore Economic 
Development Board to launch 
GovLab Singapore, a centre 
of excellence that focuses 
on research, collaboration 
and innovation in the public 
sector. ‘It seeks to nurture 
innovative yet practical ways 
for governments to radically 
transform the way they deliver 
their services and prepare for 
the challenges ahead,’ said 
Philip Yuen, CEO of Deloitte 
Singapore. Kelvin Wong, 
assistant managing director 
at the Singapore Economic 
Development Board, said the 
initiative was a response to 
the unprecedented speed of 
urbanisation and digitisation 
of the emerging middle 
class in Asia, which ‘calls for 
innovative approaches to the 
business of government’. 

Tackling tax 
The Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) and the 
United Nations Development 
Programme have launched Tax 
Inspectors Without Borders, an 
initiative to help developing 
countries bolster domestic 
revenues by strengthening 
their tax audit capacities. 
OECD secretary general Angel 
Gurría said during a launch 
event that the partnership 
‘will signifi cantly extend the 
global reach of existing efforts 
to build audit capacity while 
sending a strong message 
of international support 
to developing countries’. 
He added that evidence 
gathered from real-time 
cases in Colombia indicated 
a signifi cant increase in tax 
revenue, from US$3.3m in 2011 

to US$33.2m in 2014, thanks to 
tax audit advice and guidance.

Supply chain opens
Asian corporates are 
increasingly engaging with 
receivables fi nancing, with the 
number more than doubling 
over the past 18 months, 
analysis from East & Partners 
Asia, a business banking 
market research fi rm, suggests. 
It found that from January 2014 
to June 2015, the number of 
corporates utilising the product 
region-wide jumped from 
5.3% to 11.1%. Over the same 
period, the percentage using 
inventory fi nancing has also 
increased from 11.9% to 12.4%. 
Renewed focus on supply 
chain fi nancing comes in the 
context of higher forecast 
churn intentions, with more 
than three in 10 corporates 
surveyed saying that a change 
in trade fi nancier is either ‘very 
likely’ or ‘possible’. Lachlan 
Colquhoun, chief executive 
of East & Partners Asia, said 
that supply chain presented 
a growing opportunity for 
trade fi nanciers. 

Sustainability pledge 
More Singapore fi rms are 
committing to sustainable 
business practice after another 
seven companies agreed to 
follow guiding principles set 
by the United Nations Global 
Compact (UNGC), bringing 
the city-state’s total to 66. By 
signing, they have pledged 
to align their operations in 
areas such as labour practices, 
anti-corruption measures and 
environmental protection. First 
launched in 2000 with just over 
40 business members, the 
UNGC has grown to more than 
10,000 members across 130 

countries. Signatories regularly 
report on their progress and 
initiatives in the four areas. 
Communications on progress 
are available by country and by 
industry for peer benchmarking 
and communication at 
bit.ly/un-gc. 

IASB seeks comment 
Those wishing to comment on 
the International Accounting 
Standards Board’s (IASB) 
work plan and priorities to 
2020 have until 31 December 
to do so. The IASB’s second 
Agenda Consultation, 
launched in August, provides 
an opportunity for interested 
parties to have their say on 
how the IASB prioritises 
and balances its work to 
deliver International Financial 
Reporting Standards for 
the world economy. IASB 
chairman Hans Hoogervorst 
described this as ‘an important 
opportunity for those with an 
interest in fi nancial reporting 
to have their say on our future 
priorities for the coming years’. 
Comment can be posted 
at www.ifrs.org. See our 
interview with IASB chairman 
Hans Hoogervorst on page 36.

Reporting strengthened  
Singapore’s accounting 
regulator has approved 
the enhanced auditor 
reporting standards issued 
by the Institute of Singapore 
Chartered Accountants (ISCA) 
– a response to investors’ 
call for auditors’ reports to 
be more informative and 
relevant. ISCA expects the new 
standards will ‘reinvigorate’ 
the audit process and change 
the manner in which auditors 
communicate their work. 
‘This will inevitably impact 

other stakeholder groups, 
including the preparers of the 
fi nancial statements (CFOs 
and their fi nance team), the 
directors, the investors and 
the regulators,’ ISCA said. The 
enhanced standards will take 
effect from 15 December 2016. 

Still doing deals 
China’s recent fi nancial market 
woes were not refl ected 
in fi rst-half M&A (mergers 
and acquisitions) activity, 
which was the highest in 10 
years – equivalent to an 88% 
year-on-year increase – EY 
data shows. Companies 
from mainland China led the 
Asia-Pacifi c region in terms of 
value, with 1,393 deals worth 
US$247.6bn. Another 281 
M&A deals involved Hong 
Kong companies in the fi rst 
half, with deal values totaling 
US$97.8bn. Bob Partridge, 
EY’s Greater China leader, 
transaction advisory services, 
said that while a number of 
large mergers and corporate 
restructurings took place in 
the region, driving the deal 
value up across many sectors, 
companies are ‘not doing 
deals for deals’ sake, but 
are exercising a high level 
of discipline in selecting the 
right deals’. 

Psychologists acquired
Deloitte has acquired Kaisen 
Consulting, a leadership 
consultancy of business 
psychologists based in the 
UK and US. The division will 
operate under the name 
Deloitte Leadership. Clients 
will be offered a range of 
leadership services, including 
in-depth psychological 
profi ling and leadership and 
management development. 
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‘The vision for our business is 
to offer full service leadership 
capabilities for our clients 
to drive measurable uplifts 
in business performance,’ 
said Jason Geller, a principal 
at Deloitte Consulting 
and national managing 
director of Deloitte’s human 
capital practice.

Crime fighter 
An ex-police force investigator 
has been appointed as a 
partner at KPMG Hong Kong 
to focus on fi nancial crime 
compliance and investigations. 
David Cope moved from Bank 
of America Merrill Lynch where 
he was a managing director, 
responsible for oversight of 
programmes and processes 
for anti-money laundering, 
anti-bribery and corruption 
and economic sanctions as 
well as associated investigative 
matters across Asia Pacifi c. 
Previously, Cope spent 17 years 
with the Hong Kong Police 
investigating and prosecuting 
complex fi nancial crime. ‘I look 
forward to be able to share 
with our clients my experience 
in addressing fi nancial crime, 
and working with them to 
ensure that Hong Kong and 
China remain safe and sound 
fi nancial centres,’ he said. 

Futureproofing CFOs 
Companies are urged to 
brace for a ‘war for fi nance 
talent’, set to intensify over 
the next 15 years as the 
ASEAN Economic Community 
opens the door to greater 
mobility of professionals in 
the region, according to a 
report by CPA Australia and 
PwC. The report, Finance 
Futurescape 2030, suggests 
that the role of the CFO will 
evolve towards increased 
business partnering, driving 
the new technologies agenda 
in their organisations, and a 
shift to better management of 
company profi tability. ‘There 
is no one-size-fi ts-all approach 
for the fi nance function,’ 
said Melvin Yong, Singapore 

Are you ready for disaster?

Natural disasters

Malicious attack

Cyber attack

Confrontation

Legal

Industrial 

Other

Around 25% of North American CFOs believe that they are insuffi ciently prepared for 
cyberattacks and other malicious attacks, including terrorism and tampering, according to 
Deloitte’s second-quarter 2015 CFO Signals survey.

country head at CPA Australia. 
‘CFOs need to focus on 
developing the people that 
form it and the technology 
that supports it.’ 

Betting on austerity 
The Macau government has 
imposed austerity measures 
in all its public departments 
in order to tighten fi scal 
spending. Savings of 
MOP1.4bn are targeted to 
be made in daily operations 
and unnecessary purchases. 
The Offi ce of the Secretary 
for Economy and Finance 
said that this was in response 
to poorer-than-expected 
gaming revenues. According 
to the Gaming Inspection and 
Coordination Bureau, gross 
gaming revenue in August 
plunged 35.5% year on year 
to MOP18.6bn. This took the 
monthly average below the 
‘red line’ of MOP20bn, hence 
not achieving the minimum 
estimate stipulated in the 
Budget Amendment Law for 
the fi scal year 2015. 

Mortgage alert 
Ratings agency Standard 
& Poor’s has warned that 
Hong Kong banks face 
great risks from souring 
loans if home prices keep 
climbing at the current pace. 
Downgrading its outlook for 
the city’s banking industry 
from stable to negative, it says 
the risk of a sharp correction 
in home prices will escalate, 
infl icting losses on lenders as 
bad debts rise. Nevertheless, 
the agency believes that 
Hong Kong’s banking system 
‘continues to have among the 
least risk by global standards’. 

Luxury dips
Several luxury goods and 
jewellery retailers are scaling 
back their operations in Hong 
Kong as fewer tourist arrivals 
eat into profi ts, according 
to The Standard newspaper. 
Those who remain are 
reportedly winning steep rental 
cuts from landlords. For years 
mainland Chinese tourists have 
been the main customers of 

Hong Kong’s luxury retailers, 
but slowing economic growth 
in the mainland and the 
recent devaluation of the 
yuan have curbed their once 
voracious appetite for goods 
ranging from cosmetics to 
luxury watches. 

Currency cushion 
Most of the Chinese utility, 
infrastructure and non-
property companies analysed 
recently by Moody’s Investors 
Service have suffi cient fi nancial 
cushion to withstand a 10% 
depreciation of the yuan. 
This assumption includes the 
depreciation that followed 
the 11 August change in the 
mechanism for determining 
the daily fi xing rate of the 
Chinese currency against 
the US dollar. ‘The 70 
companies that we analysed 
held 48% of their debt in 
currencies other than RMB 
as of 31 December 2014, 
including offshore bonds and 
bank loans,’ said Clement 
Wong, a Moody’s associate » 

Do not know Not considered 
major threat

Insuffi ciently 
prepared

Mostly 
prepared

Well
prepared

0% 100%
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managing director. ‘Most of 
that debt was unhedged.’ 

Feel the force 
A survey of executives, board 
members and academics 
in the US shows how 
companies are embracing 
data and analytics in their 
fi nancial reporting. Some 
93% of respondents told 
KPMG researchers that the 
external corporate fi nancial 
audit needs to evolve, with a 
majority (58%) indicating that 
technology is the force that 
will transform the profession. 
A third of respondents believe 
that auditors should go 
beyond certifying numbers, 
and 59% think that while 
the auditor role should stay 
the same, how the role is 
performed should evolve. 
Scott Marcello, KPMG’s vice 
chair of audit, said that this 
is just one example of how 
technology and digitisation 
are impacting accountants’ 
role as auditors. The survey 
was conducted in association 
with Forbes Insights. 

MIA’s new leaders 
Dato’ Mohammad Faiz 
Azmi, executive chairman 
of PwC Malaysia, has been 
elected as the new president 
of the Malaysian Institute 
of Accountants (MIA). 
With more than 30 years’ 
experience in the audit and 
business advisory services 
of fi nancial institutions, both 
in the UK and Malaysia, 
he has been involved in 
the audits of clients in the 
banking, healthcare, power 
and construction sectors. 
Datuk Zaiton Mohd Hassan, 
past president of the 
ACCA Malaysia Advisory 
Committee, is MIA’s new 
vice president. She is 
chairman of the Private 
Pension Administrator 
Malaysia; chairman of public-
listed company Dolphin 
International; and a director 
of Sime Darby, BIMB Holdings 
and Bank Islam Malaysia.

Fuelled for growth 
During a decade of boom 
times for the oil and gas 
industry, middle-market 
companies have had some 
of the greatest success 
in exploiting new energy 
resources and capitalising 
on global appetite for 
inexpensive supply. According 
to BDO’s 2015 Global Energy 
Middle Market Monitor, these 
companies saw their median 
daily production grow by 50% 
between 2012 and 2014, and 
a near-doubling of revenue 
— from a median of US$78m 
in 2012 to US$152m by the 
end of 2014. ‘A new order 
for the global oil and gas 
industry has emerged over 
the past decade as innovation 
unseated conventional 

resources and propelled new 
entrants to the market to the 
fore,’ said Charles Dewhurst, 
global leader of the natural 
resources industry group 
at BDO. ‘Middle-market 
companies have been some 
of the greatest benefi ciaries of 
this paradigm shift and, with 
some smart planning, could 
be poised to emerge from the 
past year’s commodity price 
drop stronger than ever.’ 

Roadblocks to crime 
Identity thieves ‘love small 
business’, according to a US 
licensed private investigator, 
who reports that small fi rms’ 
data is easier for criminals to 
get into, and breaches are 
harder to detect. Besides, it 
can be lucrative, says John 

A DeMarr. ‘An established 
small business may have 
larger credit lines and larger 
bank accounts, both of which 
make them more attractive 
to a scammer. Why not steal 
$50,000 if it takes the same 
amount of work as stealing 
$5,000?’ He adds that because 
small businesses may have a 
history of larger transactions, 
‘a large wire transfer overseas 
doesn’t set off alarm bells’. 
Roadblocks to crime the 
investigator recommends 
include shredding all sensitive 
documents, using very strong 
passwords (and changing 
them regularly), and keeping 
track of credit. ■

Compiled by Peta Tomlinson, 
journalist

Toshiba plans restructuring following poor results

Scandal-hit Toshiba fi nally issued its annual fi nancial results, which record a loss of 
37.8bn yen (US$318m) for the year to March 2015. In July the then CEO and president 
Hisao Tanaka resigned, and several other board members stood down, after an 
independent inquiry found that the company had infl ated its profi ts by US$1.2bn over a 
period of six years.

The results had been due to be released in August but were delayed following the 
discovery of new accounting errors, including incorrect impairment charges on fi xed assets at 
several subsidiaries and improperly timed booking of loss provisions at a US subsidiary. 

At a news conference announcing the results on 7 September, CEO Masashi Muromachi 
promised to announce a restructuring plan for its semiconductor, PC and TV businesses by 
the year-end. In addition, he said that the company would reconsider Tanaka’s plans to grow 
Toshiba’s healthcare unit through acquisitions. 

▼ Looking forward
Toshiba’s new CEO Masashi 
Muromachi will consider 
developing the company’s 
healthcare arm 
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Forward thinker
As she assumes the helm of ACCA, new president Datuk Alexandra Chin FCCA reflects 
on her career so far and looks forward to the challenges she faces in the year ahead

Inspiring the younger generation 
to take up accountancy is important, 
she says, given the many choices 
available to them today. ‘Nowadays 
one is spoilt for choice and if people 
don’t come forward to take up 
accountancy then there will be a 
shortage of talent,’ Chin says. ‘That’s 

why we are going into new markets to promote ACCA and 
we’re also helping in the capacity building and training of 
accountants in emerging markets,’ she says, adding that in the 
last few years the organisation has made inroads into Turkey, 
Indonesia, Laos and Myanmar.

Advocate for women
As the fourth woman president of the ACCA, Chin is also mindful 
of her responsibility to advocate for women to take on leadership 
roles. Interestingly, she points out that when she joined ACCA as 
a student in 1981, the president at the time was the late Vera di 
Palma, the organisation’s first woman president. »

Datuk Alexandra Chin is well aware that she is taking 
on the role of ACCA president at a time when the 
accounting profession is facing huge challenges – 

from the rise of technology and increased regulation to 
the ongoing issue of attracting and retaining talent. But 
like everything she’s taken on in the past, her approach is 
to shoulder the role and the related responsibilities with 
courage, enthusiasm and grace. 

‘To me, this is an exciting time to lead ACCA as we try 
to achieve our vision of being number one in developing 
professional accountants the world needs,’ says Chin, 
who assumed the helm in September. During her year-
long tenure, Chin, through her many engagements and 
meetings with members and stakeholders, plans to emphasise 
ACCA’s core values. 

‘These core values of diversity, 
opportunity, innovation, integrity 
and accountability are the same 
values that ACCA has kept since 
its inception in 1904, and these 
are the core values that have given 
me opportunities,’ she says. ‘I will 
in particular focus on diversity, 
particularly in relation to open 
access and giving opportunities to 
people around the world to study 
accountancy because this is how I got 
my start in the profession. 

‘I did ACCA part time via self-
study and I passed all the way. 
With that, I have been able to have a 
fulfilling career. That’s how supportive 
ACCA is, and that’s what I want to 
emphasise,’ she says, adding that she 
is honoured to represent ACCA members as well as serve as 
its ambassador. 

‘I am really looking forward to meeting as many members 
as possible. Our members are the centre of ACCA and to date 
I have met some of the best and brightest in our ACCA family. 
The best thing when I meet these members is that each of them 
has a unique story to tell about how ACCA has changed their 
lives and given them opportunities, and I see parallels with my 
story,’ she says. 

Chin says that she has also been engaging with university 
students and is keen to share her story and inspire them the way 
ACCA has inspired her. 

‘Each member 
has a unique 

story to tell 
about how ACCA 

has changed 
their lives and 

given them 
opportunities’

Datuk Alexandra Chin has 32 years’ 
experience in public practice. She 
qualified with ACCA in 1986 and 
has her own accountancy practice 
in Sabah. Chin has been an ACCA 
Council member since 2005 and, prior 
to this, served as an international 
assembly member representing Malaysia (2003-05). She 
is also a member of the nominating committee and was 
president of ACCA Sabah (1999-05). 

Chin has been actively involved in various 
professional bodies and organisations in Sabah, 
including the Malaysian Institute of Accountants, the 
Chartered Tax Institute of Malaysia, the Board of Trustees 

of the Sabah Parks and Sabah 
Sports Board. Presently she is a 
member of the Sabah Tourism 
Board. She was also appointed a 
justice of the peace in 2009 and is 
a member of the Commonwealth 
Magistrates’ and Judges’ 
Association. She was conferred 
Datukship in 2014.

12 Focus | Interview

Accounting and Business 10/2015

MY_F_Chin.indd   12 10/09/2015   14:52



13

10/2015 Accounting and Business

Interview | Focus

MY_F_Chin.indd   13 10/09/2015   14:52



Here, she says, ACCA has a role to play through the research 
papers and insights the organisation produces, which serve as 
a guide for members. She also highlight’s the organisation’s 
Accountancy Futures Academy which has been created 
specifically to look at future trends and their impact on the 
profession. ‘We’re always at the forefront and ensure that our 
members are kept up to date,’ she says. 

Reassessment of goals
Chin, who has been a Council member since 2005, did not 
initially plan on throwing her hat into the ring for the role of 
president, but a personal experience in 2013 prompted her to 
reassess her life’s goals and achievements. 

‘I started thinking of what I’ve done, and asked myself if I was 
doing all the things that I should be doing,’ she says. ‘I started to 
look at my career and I was happy with what I had been doing. 
It was my seventh year on the Council and I felt that I could do 
more. I didn’t want to be in my eighties or nineties and regret not 
taking on the challenges. So that’s when I decided to take the 
bold step and put myself forward.’ 

Such an attitude, she says, is very much in her nature. 
‘It was the same when I decided to start my own practice 
in 2006. I don’t like to consider too much and give myself 

So does she feel an added burden taking on the role of 
president? ‘Well, yes and no,’ she says. ‘No because we have 
many female students already doing accountancy. We have 
future finance leaders coming up the career ladder but I think 
what’s challenging is for women to take on leadership roles 
because of family considerations. 

‘I think that for many women, when faced with the choice 
between family and a career, family comes first. Furthermore, 
having left and then come back, it’s challenging to work your way 
up again,’ she says. ‘Having said that, I recently met an ACCA 
member at a new member engagement and she shared with me 
that she is already a grandmother. That is how flexible the ACCA 
Qualification is: there are no barriers.’ 

Chin adds that although there is no shortage of talented 
leaders, women tend to be shy or prefer to maintain a low 
profile. ‘And that is why sometimes they are overlooked when it 
comes to promotion. So women need to be more visible or else 
they will be passed over for promotions,’ she says, adding that 
ACCA women members can play a bigger role in supporting and 
inspiring the younger generation.

‘Trusted advisers’
Another topic that is close to her heart is the important 
role that accountants and finance professionals have in 
aiding the growth of small and medium-sized enterprises 
(SMEs). ‘I see accountants as the trusted advisers for 
SMEs; in whatever decision that they make, they come to 
us. So we as practitioners need to be at the forefront of 
changes and developments. We need to be aware of what’s 
happening on the regulation front so that we are able to 
advise them and to help them be aware of certain issues,’ 
she says. 

When Chin first started her private practice in 2006, her 
clients were SMEs that have since grown and expanded their 
businesses. ‘Most are family businesses and in many cases 
the second generation that is running the companies are still 
with us, so it is encouraging to see that we are still their trusted 
advisers,’ she says. 

The key to playing this role, she adds, is to listen to 
clients’ needs. ‘They all have different needs,’ she says. 
‘Some may want expansion and growth; some may want 
access to finance. You have to understand their needs in order 
to help them.’

In the same vein, Chin feels that it is important for 
accountants and finance professionals to play a bigger role in 
facilitating change within an organisation, and to that end apply 
the essential principles of entrepreneurship to the organisation 
that they are working in. 

‘This involves being innovative and generating new ideas 
to create value in an organisation, and I think that in today’s 
world, given the presence of complex data and the amount of 
business information, it’s important to make the right decisions. 
So I see that CEOs will increasingly rely more heavily on the CFO 
to navigate through all this complex data and offer insight for 
business decisions,’ she adds. 

The importance of role models

ACCA president Datuk Alexandra Chin hopes that 
more women members will step up as role models 
and encourage young accountants and finance 
professionals to move up the career ladder into 
leadership roles. 

Chin, who is ACCA’s fourth female president 
since the association’s inception in 1904, says 
that although there are many female students 
taking up accountancy and ACCA is regarded as 
one of the more diverse professional accounting 
bodies in the world, women members need to 
share their respective journeys and inspire the 
younger generation. 

This has been one of her priorities since her tenure 
as deputy president began in 2014 and which she plans 
to continue during her term as president. She says she 
is especially gratified when women tell her that they are 
inspired and moved by her story. 

‘I had a breakfast meeting recently in Prague and we 
had some sharing sessions, and one of the questions was 
how long I took off from work when I had my children,’ she 
recalls. ‘I said that I went straight back to work after my 
maternity leave.’

‘Later, one of the participants came up to me and said 
that she too chose to go straight back to work after having 
a child. I hope our female members can be role models for 
other members.’
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says, adding that her experience 
as the Sabah Chairperson 
of the Malaysian Institute of 
Accountants and  Chartered Tax 
Institute of Malaysia has helped 
her to manage relationships with 
various stakeholders. 

‘ACCA has partnerships with 
many professional bodies and 
is moving into new markets and 
building new relationships, so it’s 
important to maintain and enhance 
those relationships,’ she says. ‘In 
any partnership, understanding 
and communication will be crucial.’ 

Undaunted by the challenges of 
her new role, Chin says that she is 
indebted to the support of ACCA’s 

executive team headed by CEO Helen Brand OBE and Council 
colleagues. ‘We make a good team, and it’s going to be a very 
fulfilling year ahead.’ ■

Sreerema Banoo, journalist

all the “What if?” questions. This 
would make me afraid of embarking 
on anything and the more “what 
ifs” I put before myself would just 
demoralise me. 

This attitude has, recalls 
Chin, served her right from the 
start of her career. ‘I was initially 
registered to study marketing but 
a guidance counsellor suggested 
that, with my aptitude for maths, I 
could actually take up ACCA and 
become an accountant,’ she says. ‘So 
instantly I thought: “Ok, I will be an 
accountant.” Once I decide on doing 
something, I don’t dwell too much on 
the decision.’

Chin believes that her experiences 
as an ACCA Council member, as well as her involvement 
in other professional bodies and organisations, will stand 
her in good stead as president. ‘I think the biggest lessons 
I’ve learnt from my previous experiences are the importance 
of interpersonal skills and managing relationships,’ she 

‘CEOs will 
increasingly rely 

on the CFO to 
navigate through 

complex data 
and offer insight 

for business 
decisions’
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Is greater oversight worth it?
Greater and more extensive regulation is intended to be beneficial for business, but firms 
are asking whether the concomitant cost of compliance is too great a price to pay

‘We see that 2014 was a more difficult year for the Hong 
Kong banking sector than 2013,’ says KPMG China partner Paul 
McSheaffrey, who heads the firm’s Hong Kong banking practice. 
‘Regulations – and the continued intensity of regulation – 
continue to loom over banks, with a potential need for investment 
to be directed towards regulatory rather than growth projects.’

Over the last year, there was a slight rise in cost-to-income 
ratios at banks which suggests it is getting harder for banks 
to cut costs and find new areas in which to wield the knife. In 
most businesses, particularly complex ones like banks, the 
costs of meeting regulatory requirements is likely to continue to 
rise. Businesses will have to deal with the increasingly intense 
supervision of regulators and may have to find new business 
channels to spur future growth. 

The cost of meeting greater compliance requirements 
is rising and hitting companies in the bottom line. 
Regulations such as the United States’ Sarbanes-Oxley 

Act 2002 (SOX) have international impact, requiring compliance 
around the world. At the same time, compliance programmes are 
growing in size and complexity. Automation goes some way to 
ease the problem, but has failed to bring costs down significantly. 

Companies in all sectors, and banks in particular, are facing 
rising costs and greater complexity so that just staying on top of 
changes is an expensive proposition. The question many are asking 
is whether regulatory oversight is helping or hurting business?

In its Hong Kong Banking Survey 2015, KPMG found that 
profits at Hong Kong banks dropped 20% in 2014 compared to 
the previous year, as a result of rising compliance costs. 
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It is not just the depth of regulatory oversight that is 
increasing either: a host of other industries must also deal with 
greater compliance requirements. 

Biotech companies, for example, are experiencing much higher 
costs. In mainland China, the China Food and Drug Administration 
recently increased registration fees for drugs and medical devices, 
boosting charges for domestically made drugs a whopping 18 
times. At around US$150,000, the fees are minimal when compared 
to the billions that go into developing a drug, but not paying them 
or failing to comply with regulations is virtually unthinkable. 

‘This rise of compliance costs is really nothing compared with 
the millions that have been put into developing the products,’ 
says Han Yusheng, CEO of Burning Rock, a Chinese biotech 
startup. ‘The pharmaceutical and medical device industry 
expects to have a high cost of compliance because it’s one of the 
most strictly regulated industries in China.’

However, companies in a range of sectors are adjusting to the 
new reality. In its sixth annual cost of compliance survey, Thomson-
Reuters found that global systemically important financial institutions 
(G-SIFIs) are better equipped to manage the rise in compliance 
costs, thanks to their larger operations and greater resources. The 
survey also found greater pressure on compliance budgets from 
escalating compliance coverage and regulatory changes.

 To deal with the escalating number of regulations, companies 
are spending more to hire experienced compliance professionals. 
Some, like Annie Sun, believe that the higher efficiencies achieved 
by better compliance staff can offset those higher costs. 

‘China is still maturing on this matter, but in countries like 
the US, compliance is a very crucial part of the finance function,’ 
she says. ‘If you want to enjoy the benefits, you’ll have to pay to 
make sure it doesn’t bring risks.”

‘Compliance is determined by the regulations. It’s very hard 
to quantify the increased cost of compliance,’ continues Sun, 
who has been a chief financial officer at multinationals for more 
than a decade, most recently at EMC2, a cloud computing and 
big data company. ‘Seeing compliance as a cost burden is too 
one-sided; it depends on how you view the relationship between 
compliance and your company… Compliance should balance 
the long-term and short-term development of the company.

‘If short-term interests conflict with compliance, there will be 
an increase in costs for sure, but generally compliance is good 
for the company’s long-term growth,’ Sun says. ‘It depends on 
how you define costs. If you’re only looking at one year’s time, 
yes, the costs are higher, but compliance is meant to help you 
avoid long-term and bigger risks.’ 

Longer-term risks vary from low-level issues such as distortions 
of pricing structures and individual misconduct to high-level 
issues such as breaking laws, which can translate into higher costs. 

There is no shortage of cases to show how costly compliance 
breaches can be. In a highly publicised case last year, the 
Chinese government fined British pharmaceutical multinational 
GlaxoSmithKline a record $489m after authorities tied the 
company to payments to doctors and hospitals who purchased 
its products. The cost of the breaches had to be added to the 
reputational costs. The lesson, for companies looking at the » 

More business, more rules

The increased cost of compliance is forcing companies to 
look for new business channels to boost revenues. 

The problem is that these new business channels often 
come with their own risks. For example, many companies 
are looking to develop new digital business options, 
which include more client-server and a rise in traditional 
applications with a new focus on cloud, social and mobile 
services. These options create new risks. 

‘While the various guidelines that have emerged 
in Hong Kong may differ in terms of scope and 
substance, collectively they extend what has rapidly 
become a tradition of regulators tasking banks with 
more responsibility for the cyber-security practices and 
strategies they have developed,’ says Henry Shek, an 
advisory partner at KPMG. 

‘Whereas previously, authorities were generally 
prepared to accept self-assessments of cyber-security 
readiness, the bar has now been raised to mandate 
independent assessment on compliance.’ This translates 
into greater costs. 

In the era of big data, almost everything is a terminal 
for information, from mobile phones to tablets. Cyber 
security has emerged as a significant risk that has to be 
considered as part of a company’s compliance and risk 
control plans. 

‘Cyber risks have been integrated into our daily life; 
regulators have implemented many more regulations and 
laws on data protection and privacy,’ says Annie Sun, who 
has been a chief financial officer at multinationals for more 
than a decade, most recently at EMC2. ‘High-tech is both 
the spear and the shield. it poses a bigger threat but also 
offers better protection.’

‘The scale of the risks is the result of how you balance 
different aspects such as the technology development and 
the cost of application,’ says Sun. ‘In many cases the (cost) 
is based on your attitude towards risks, and this can also 
be a challenge for compliance.’
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long-term, is that regulations can help prevent risks and losses. 
‘One of the most important responsibilities of the finance 

department is to check and balance,’ says Sun. ‘One of the many 
ways to do that is through compliance training and rules.’

The pace of change is hitting the very core of business and 
industry. In Hong Kong, for example, the Securities & Futures 
Commission (SFC) said in 2014 that it would hold individual 
decision-makers and incentive-setters 
in regulated firms responsible for 
misconduct. This has enhanced the SFC’s 
supervision of misconduct in setting 
interest rates and foreign exchange rates.

And regulatory oversight extends 
across borders, particularly in this 
region. For example, the links 
between the stock markets of Hong 
Kong and mainland China have been 
consolidated by the establishment 
of the Shanghai-Hong Kong Stock 
Connect last November. The SFC 
and the China Securities Regulatory 
Commission signed a memorandum 
of understanding to strengthen 
cooperation on regulations, supervision 
and enforcement.

In a special report, State of Regulatory Reform 2015, Thomson-
Reuters noted that regulators in Asia Pacific are likely to put more 
emphasis on culture, conduct risk and alignment with other risk 
functions, raising expectations that firms will be able to identify 
compliance issues and disclose them. 

The APAC region will experience more regulatory reform, with 
an emphasis on strengthening the resilience of financial institutions, 

according to the report. In particular, 
regulators will look to reinforce 
prudential supervision and customer 
outcomes. Firms will have to plan to 
implement these policy expectations to 
ensure that they are more accountable.

Antonia Thompson-Carey, market 
development manager for risk at 
Thomson Reuters, says in the report: 
‘The trend doesn’t just apply to banks 
and financial institutions any more, it also 
applies to corporates, it also applies to 
the gaming industry. A lot of people are 
thinking, “I’m not a bank, it’s not going 
to affect me,” but it’s just a matter of 
time – nobody’s going to be exempt.” ■

Cornelia Zou, journalist

‘A lot of people 
are thinking, “I’m 

not a bank, it’s 
not going to affect 
me,” but it’s just a 

matter of time – 
nobody’s going to 

be exempt’

▲ Soaring costs
HSBC and the Bank of 
China buildings, Hong 
Kong Island: profits at 
Hong Kong banks fell 
20% in 2014, as a result of 
compliance costs 
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Weathering the storm
As Indonesia’s economy continues to struggle, the key to economic turnaround lies in 
reforms to the business environment and improved infrastructure, says Manu Bhaskaran

Indonesia, the world’s fourth 
most populous country and a 
potential giant of the future, 
has endured some rough 
weather of late. After prices 
of its key commodity exports 
such as coal and palm oil 
declined sharply, its currency, 
the rupiah, has depreciated 
by about 20% against the 
US dollar over the past 
12 months. 

Economic growth has 
fallen to around 4.7% in 
the first half of this year, 
from above 6% just two 
years ago. The ongoing 
global turbulence has hit 
its financial markets hard, 
with its equity market index 
falling about 21% so far 
this year. 

Although Indonesia is 
doing well compared with 
other large, emerging economies 
such as Brazil and Turkey, it has its 
share of structural weaknesses which 
make it vulnerable during episodes of 
global financial turbulence such as the 
current one. Its foreign exchange reserves 
just about cover its short-term debt and 
other external obligations – a ratio that is 
much lower than other Asian economies. 
Its current account deficit, at just under 
2% of gross domestic product, is not 
large enough to be alarming but it is 
expected to rise. It has relied too much on 
unpredictable flows of portfolio capital to 
fund this external deficit, opening it up to 
financial challenges when investors’ risk 
appetites diminish. Foreign ownership of 
Indonesian bonds and equities is high, so 
an abrupt withdrawal of foreign capital 
causes wild gyrations in asset prices and 
in the rupiah. 

Government policies have added to 
the gloom in recent times. A succession 
of increasingly nationalistic policies, 
– including bans on the export of 
unprocessed mineral ores, a substantial 
increase in tariffs on a range of consumer 
goods and poorly-thought-out restrictions 

on beef imports – all contributed to 
weakening confidence in policy makers. 

Finally, there has been disappointment 
with the reformist president Joko Widodo 
(or Jokowi as he is affectionately called) 
who took office in October 2014 on a 
wave of enthusiasm as he was expected to 
combat corruption and vested interests. 
Jokowi started well, boldly rationalising 
fuel subsidies so as to channel fiscal 
resources from wasteful subsidies to more 
productive infrastructure spending. More 
recently, however, he has struggled against 
vested interests determined to undermine 
his reform agenda. He has yet to secure 
a majority in Indonesia’s rambunctious 
parliament and even faces resistance from 
within his own party. 

Alive to the risk that his presidency 
could end in failure, Jokowi has now 
reshuffled his cabinet, bringing in loyalists 
to key security portfolios and some 
impressive technocrats to strengthen the 
economic team. 

The new coordinating minister for 
political and security affairs, Luhut 

Panjaitan, is a Jokowi loyalist who is 
expected to bring more discipline 
to the political portfolios and better 
protect the president’s interests. An 
experienced former central bank 
governor has been appointed to 
coordinate the economic ministries. 
The new trade minister has also 
started well, reversing some of 
the nationalistic policies of his 
predecessor and raising hopes for 
a more rational trade policy. There 
are indications that the president 
will mount another reshuffle by 
the year-end to further strengthen 
the cabinet into one that is 
more effective. 

The central bank has now been 
vindicated in maintaining a rigorous 

monetary policy, even in the face of 
calls from politicians for it to ease policy. 
This policy stance gave it credibility, which 
is why the rupiah has not weakened as 
severely as other emerging currencies. 

Given that commodity prices will 
remain low, the key to an economic 
turnaround is government policy 
– continued reforms to improve 
Indonesia’s business environment and 
the implementation of the government’s 
ambitious infrastructure programme. 
The new, more energised cabinet 
is likely to work more effectively to 
achieve the first, while the budget just 
announced for 2016 should support 
stronger public investment, which 
in turn will crowd in more private 
investment. Despite the gloom about 
emerging markets, Japanese and Korean 
manufacturers are also committing 
substantial new foreign direct investment 
into the country. 

In essence, while short term risks are 
certainly a concern, there is sound reason 
to expect Indonesia to overcome these 
and to enjoy a moderate acceleration in 
economic growth in the coming years. ■

Manu Bhaskaran is CEO, Centennial Asia 
Advisors, Singapore
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The regulator as juggler
When the rapid rise of new enterprise or technology disrupts the market, the regulator 
must balance competing interests and find the best solution for all sides, says Errol Oh

We often talk about how new 
technologies can reshape the business 
landscape and the way we work and 
play, but they may also have a deep 
impact on the regulators.

It is easy to take the role of a regulator 
for granted. Its main function is to enforce 
laws and rules that are usually clear and 
complete.

When a grey area is uncovered 
or when a novel situation arises, the 
regulator issues rulings and clarifications. 
We expect the authorities to do this time 
and time again.

But sometimes market changes 
are so broad, swift and radical that the 
government’s responses are worthwhile 
case studies. Lately there have been a 
number of international examples of 
disruptive, technology-enabled businesses 

whose surging growth has tested the 
authorities’ regulatory sturdiness.

Malaysia is no exception. In particular, 
the rising use of electronic cigarettes and 
mobile applications for booking taxis has 
prompted the government to step in and 
decide how much it should interfere with 
market forces.

The business of selling e-cigarettes 
and related products in Malaysia, said to 
be the No.1 market in Asia, is now too 
big to ignore. Consumer groups, doctors 
and religious bodies have called for 
e-cigarettes to be banned or regulated.

The Ministry of Health is studying the 
health effects of e-cigarettes, but so far 
the government seems to regard them as 
the same as smoking tobacco.

On the other hand, Malaysia’s Land 
Public Transport Commission has been 

quick to conclude that some aspects of 
the Uber and GrabCar mobile apps do 
not comply with licensing requirements. 
The commission has seized private 
vehicles suspected of being used as part 
of the Uber and GrabCar networks.

At the same time, the regulator has 
acknowledged that it cannot possibly haul 
up every Uber driver, and that the services 
are gaining traction with the public.

Whenever a regulator faces such cases, 
it becomes a matter of addressing one 
question above all: is this new product or 
service good for the country?

Identifying the crux of the issue is 
simple. Arriving at the answer, however, 
requires far more effort and thought, and 
a wide perspective as well.

A knee-jerk reaction among regulators 
is to attempt to shove a square peg 
into a round hole, and that may well be 
a mistake. It is an easy and immediate 
solution to insist that the new product 
or service be subject to the industry’s 
existing regulatory framework.

But what if the newcomer operates on 
a business model that is not anticipated 
by current laws? Should the new kid on 
the block be forced to follow industry 
rules even if it is playing a different game? 
Such a move puts the newcomer at a 
competitive disadvantage and ultimately 
risks smothering innovation.

Industry incumbents will fight hard to 
protect their turf. Typically arguing that jobs, 
tax dollars and other economic benefits are 
at stake, they will lobby for equal regulatory 
treatment for the newcomers.

Meanwhile, consumers have already 
embraced the new products and services. 
But individual likes and dislikes do not 
always fit the need for public safety and 
security. That is why we have regulators.
They are there to look out for the greater 
good, juggling the interests involved.

It is not realistic to expect the 
regulators have ready answers at all times, 
but they must shepherd an inclusive and 
transparent search for the best solutions. 
In these days of disruptive technologies, 
sticking resolutely to the status quo is 
rarely an option. ■

Errol Oh is executive 
editor of The Star 
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Prepare to up your game
Finance professionals could help their companies survive – and thrive in – the current 
volatility in currencies sparked by the devaluation of the renminbi, says Cesar Bacani 

As a business writer during the 1997 
Asian financial crisis, I wrote stories 
about the danger of China devaluing 
the renminbi to make its exports 
competitive with those from Thailand, 
Indonesia, Malaysia, Korea and other 
countries in Asia. The Thai baht had 
collapsed, causing the rupiah, ringgit 
and won to depreciate against the US 
dollar as they, too, came under attack 
from currency speculators.

But the renminbi held firm. China will 
provide a ‘much-needed anchor for the 
stability of Asia’, promised Dai Xianglong, 
the then central bank governor. 
Remarkably, the Chinese government 
kept that vow through other disruptions, 
including the 2008 global financial crisis.  

Until 11 August this year, that is, when 
the People’s Bank of China lowered the 
renminbi’s reference rate against the 
greenback by 1.9%, the largest cut ever. 
Suddenly, Asia – and the global economy 
– lost a long-standing anchor just as 
the financial waters are being roiled by 
China’s poor economy, the Greek-induced 
eurozone problems, the rout in oil prices 
and the rise of the extremist group ISIS.

Already fraught, financial management 
has become even more complicated. 
Now more than ever, organisations are 
depending on the CFO and other finance 
professionals for adroit action and good 
advice – particularly if a currency ‘war’ 
ensues as central banks weaken their 
currencies so their country’s exporters 
do not lose competitive advantage. The 
CFO who has instilled the appropriate risk 
management mind-set and has deployed 
a solid forecasting and analytics system will 
have the advantage. Those who have not 
yet done so will need to up their game.

Real-time or near real-time dashboard 
reporting that is accessible across the 
enterprise will help as well. This will aid 
the finance function and others in the 
business to make the best decisions in 
response to currency movements. 

Natural hedging – matching the 
currency of expenses with the currency 
of revenues – is a logical strategy. It will 
mean that the company will not benefit 

from arbitrage, which can happen if 
revenues are in dollars but expenses are 
in renminbi, for example. But natural 
hedging will provide stability, allowing the 
company to focus on growing sales and 
earnings in a sustainable way.

Often, there will be left-over exposure 
that natural hedging is unable to cover. 
This can happen if the company has large 
US dollar debts because the raw materials 
and machinery imported are priced in 
US dollars. An FX hedging programme 
could be the answer. However, the cost 
of hedging could be very high, especially 
when the currency markets are so volatile. 

Finance professionals should also 
remember that they can choose to accept 
a portion of the left-over risk as part of the 
cost of doing business. Not all the currency 
risk needs to be hedged. But this exposure 

should be continuously monitored to 
ensure the risk absorbed does not become 
too large. When it does, the excess should 
be transferred to the hedging programme.

Finally, finance should continue focusing 
on cost management and operational 
efficiency. Some of the negative effects 
of depreciation can be counteracted by 
trimming expenses. Automation is touted 
as a typical solution; so is centralising 
processes in a shared services centre 
or outsourcing to a business process 
outsourcing provider – particularly in a 
location with a weak currency.

The currency volatility caused by the 
renminbi’s surprise devaluation is not likely 
to go away any time soon. There could be 
winners – and finance professionals will 
have a big say on whether their company 
will be one of them.  ■

Cesar Bacani is editor-in-
chief of CFO Innovation
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Making commitments
New ACCA president Alexandra Chin outlines her priorities: inspiring the next 
generation of accountants, promoting diversity and looking after the interests of SMEs

It is with great excitement and a 
real sense of pride that I accept the 
honour of being your president for the 
year ahead.

I was immensely proud when I qualified 
with ACCA in 1986 – not least because I 
was eight months pregnant when I took 
my final examinations! 

I achieved my qualification through 
self-study. Living in Sabah, a beautiful 
Malaysian state on the island of 
Borneo, I relied on the resources and 
the opportunities that ACCA provided 
through its commitment to open access, 
and I was actually inspired to succeed by 
the knowledge that I was able to study 
for a globally recognised qualification 
while then being hundreds of miles from 
learning providers. 

We must never underestimate 
the importance of that commitment 
to opportunity, and equally we must 
never forget how many people have 
the opportunity to pursue a rewarding 
career because of ACCA’s pioneering  
can-do attitude.  

With that in mind, I wanted to give 
something back to ACCA and have served 
the organisation for more than 24 years 
in a variety of roles, including on the 
International Assembly and Council.

My main aim for this my presidential 
year is to inspire younger people in the 
way that ACCA has inspired me. 

As the first Malaysian and only the 
fourth female president of ACCA, I also 

want to focus on diversity, particularly in 
relation to open access and providing 
opportunities for thousands of people 
around the world.

Having worked in a practice 
since 1986, and having had my own 
accountancy firm in Sabah since 2006, 
I am also very interested in small and 
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and the 
issues that affect them. 

SMEs represent a critical element in 
healthy business ecosystems since they 
form the backbone of all the world’s 
economies, and finance professionals 
have a huge role to play in supporting and 
advising them.

Looking back, I never thought that 
a decision to switch from my chosen 
career in marketing to pursue the ACCA 
Qualification would give me such a 

fulfilling career and let me play my part in 
ACCA’s history.

I look forward to meeting as many 
members and students as possible in 
my presidential year, and I am committed 
to representing you and ACCA around 
the world throughout the coming 
12 months. ■

Alexandra Chin runs her own practice in 
Sabah, Malaysia

We must never 
forget how many 

people can pursue 
a rewarding 

career because of 
ACCA’s pioneering  

can-do attitude

On film 

Watch Alexandra Chin’s 
video about her inspiring journey 
to the top of the profession at  
bit.ly/1MO5ll9
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The view from
Sharjeel Ali ACCA, senior ERP consultant, Inbox Business 
Technologies, Singapore and avid traveller

I work in the business applications 
division at IBT, the biggest for the fi rm 
in terms of both business and revenue. 
As a senior functional consultant, my role 
is to interact with clients to understand 
their business and requirements, come 
up with optimum solutions on Oracle 
Financials ERP and make sure that it is 
delivered on time and with quality. A 
portfolio of successful implementations is 
the primary showcase of an IT fi rm’s ability 
to deliver, and an advertisement in itself 
for getting more business.

The ERP scenario in Pakistan is 
witnessing rapid growth. A number of 
manufacturing fi rms, fi nancial institutions, 
textile and pharmaceutical companies 
have already implemented ERP solutions. 
This domestic success has enabled 

Pakistani tech fi rms to export their 
services and to win projects not only in the 
South Asia region (other than India) and 
the Middle East, but as far as South-East 
Asia and North America. IBT is Pakistan’s 
leading ERP fi rm and it has more than 15 
ERP implementation and support projects 
running at any time outside the country.

The domestic ERP industry is not only 
transforming Pakistan’s image globally, 
it is also fuelling economic growth 
and energising the higher education 
sector, specifi cally in business studies 
and computer sciences. ACCA affi liates 
and members are highly valued by IT 
fi rms because of their excellent academic 
and professional standards. Being an 
ACCA member gives me credibility 
as a consultant and my clients get the 
confi dence that they are dealing with a 
qualifi ed accountant who understands the 
mechanics of fi nance.

Business has changed signifi cantly 
over the last 15 years. Businesses today 
operate in highly dynamic environments, 
where work is coming from different 
sources – mobile apps and websites, for 
instance. Nearly every industry has been 
digitalised and connected, and you are 
expected to keep a collaborative digital 
and web footprint of your business to 
offer information and services. Businesses 
are now focusing on acquiring overall 
end-to-end solutions that enable them 
to integrate front-end, back-end and 
transactional systems. On the social front, 
Twitter, LinkedIn and YouTube are among 
the social media tools more and more 
businesses are using, along with business 
websites to interact with and engage 
diversifi ed groups of stakeholders.

Three things I can’t live without? My 
portable storage disk. A daily dose of 
everything-about-space news, as it’s 
always fascinating to see the limits we can 
push. And taking a break from work every 
few months and travelling. I cannot stress 
enough how it improves the quality of 
work and life overall. ■

My clients get 
the confidence 

they are dealing 
with a qualified 
accountant who 

understands 
the mechanics 

of finance

Snapshot: media and 
entertainment
This covers a wide variety of 
industries such as marketing 
services, fi lm and TV production, 
interactive media, music, games, 
theatre and many more. All these 
different industries are subject to 
different pressures.

Marketing services businesses 
tend to follow the fortunes of 
the general economic cycle, 
whereas fi lm, TV and music remain 
comparatively recession-proof.

While not heavily regulated, the 
sector has interesting tax nuances, 
such as the new VAT rules within 
the EU for the supply of digital 
services that came in this year.

Marketing, digital and media 
services agencies were hard hit 
by the downturn and struggle to 
attract and retain the right talent. 
Fees have not recovered to pre-
recession heights, and they have to 
innovate to stay relevant to clients.

Marketing services businesses 
generally have a lifecycle of around 
seven years before the founders 
seek out a sale. They look for 
accountants who can take them 
through that journey and address 
any global aspirations. They also 
look for commercial knowledge and 
tax planning skills pre or post sale. 

In this dynamic sector, while the 
technical skills required may not 
be overly demanding, the person-
to-person input and commercial 
awareness need to be fi rst-rate.

Esther Carder is head of media and 
marketing services at Kingston Smith
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How to grow in an SSC
As shared services centres proliferate across Asia Pacific, a new report by ACCA and Deloitte 
examines what needs to be done to prepare and retain talent in this new environment

Shared services centres (SSCs) in China 
and Asia Pacific are increasingly mature 
and important multinational businesses. 
SSCs help companies cut costs by 
facilitating innovation, streamlining 
processes and improving both 
governance and compliance. 

As costs rise, particularly with regard 
to labour and governance, companies are 
looking for ways to streamline processes 
and improve compliance. A joint report 
by ACCA and Deloitte, Future challenges 
facing the shared services centres in China 
and greater Asia Pacific, makes it clear 
that SSCs in the region are increasingly 
mature and sophisticated. Many are 
developing more effective strategies 
to retain talent while developing 
automated processes that work both 
regionally and globally. 

The report suggests that the maturity 
of SSCs varies significantly. Talent 
management, market and technology 
solutions are key for SSCs to overcome 
the challenges they face in Asia. And the 
biggest issue might concern talent. 

‘The human resource issues that 
we currently see are proving that the 
location strategy for SSCs cannot just be 

made from a pure cost perspective,’ says 
Patrick Roberts, a director specialising in 
shared services at Deloitte in Hong Kong. 
‘Companies realise that SSCs have to 
provide a quality of service, and companies 
are seeking the ideal combination of cost 
and talent quality, and not quantity.’

The report was based on a series of 
interviews across mainland China, Hong 
Kong, India, Malaysia and Singapore. This 
was strengthened with information from 
the 311 companies from 35 countries that 
participated in the 2015 Deloitte Global 
Shared Services Survey and provided data 
for more than 1,000 SSCs. 

SSCs are an important part of 
the growth of modern multinational 
businesses, making it possible to take a 
globalised approach to many processes. 
They facilitate the introduction of process 
improvements and innovations that 
can drive change within organisations – 
change that translates into higher quality 
of offerings and lower delivery costs. 
Automation and machine-based decisions 
are at the heart of this push.  

Three factors are key to this globalised 
approach, says Yuki Qian, ACCA China’s 
head of policy. 

‘Firstly, to what extent are you sharing 
across different functions within shared 
services now?’ she asks. ‘Secondly, are 
your processes standardised enough, 
co-locating physically the activities in one 
or more shared service centres? And, 
thirdly, do you have a single governance 
structure?’ In the latter, the methods, 
protocols, measurement and oversight are 
managed across standardised processes 
for the entire business, Qian explains. 

‘In addition, many finance SSCs are 
exploring new, high-value service delivery 
including big data and analytics solutions 
to provide increasingly forward looking 
and predictive insight to the business,’ 
notes the report.

‘People are the backbone’
Automated solutions, says Roberts, 
facilitate increases in production. 
‘Automated solutions are an enabler 
to increase production but people are 
the backbone to organisations,’ he 
says. Keeping hold of and providing 
careers for people is the only way for SSCs 
to succeed.’

Qian says that automation processes 
should be considered according to the 
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maturity level of each organisation. SSCs 
typically work to make complicated things 
simple, standardise simple things and 
automate standard processes, she says.

Automating more processes is key 
to getting the most financial benefit out 
of SSCs. ‘Cost is a major factor but also 
the fact that available new technologies 
are able to handle much higher volumes 
without human interaction,’ says Roberts. 
‘Global businesses process vast volumes 
of work and this globalisation of business 
has also supported innovation.’

With automated processes playing 
a key role in SSCs, organisations are at 
the forefront of an irreversible trend, says 
Eunice Chu, head of policy at ACCA Hong 
Kong. ‘Utilising more technology in driving 
business and improving operations is an 
irreversible trend, no matter if it is in SSC 
or in other business environments,’ she 
says. ‘With the globalisation of business, 
utilising technology is a natural solution.’

‘As locations mature with varying 
skill sets, we will see specific functions 
being delivered from different locations,’ 
says Roberts. ‘The opportunities for SSC 
locations is now a vast and complex 
exercise. Organisations will be able to pick 
and choose which location has the best 
skill set to match to a specific function.’

Even with the right location and the 
right processes, people remain key to 
success. The difficulties in attracting and 
retaining quality staff have grown into 
one of the most significant challenges. 
This is coupled with the multiple human 
resource issues companies with SSCs have 

to regularly deal with in China and other 
places in Asia Pacific, according to the 
ACCA-Deloitte report. 

‘When setting up an SSC, a company 
needs to consider both the cost and the 
supply of good quality talent,’ says Chu.

One approach to overcoming human 
resources challenges might be to help the 
best talent succeed in their chosen career 
paths. The more mature and sophisticated 
career paths tend to have better talent 
management processes. 

‘One of the key factors in SSC 
staff retention is providing a clear and 
transparent career path,’ says Roberts. 
‘Staff feel motivated to stay once they feel 
that the organisation can provide them 
with the career path they want.

‘When we see locations maturing 
we should also see this maturity with 
regard to retention and career paths. 
People can always earn more money 

by moving from company to company. 
The way to retain talent is to provide 
them with opportunities to improve,’ 
he says. ‘Keeping hold of and providing 
careers for people is the only way for SSCs 
to succeed.’

New avenues
SSCs across Asia are also providing 
new avenues to pursue careers in 
finance. ‘Finance career paths are 
becoming less of a straight line,’ 
Qian says. ‘The skills that finance 
professionals need to bring to their role 
are changing, not only in traditional 
finance and accounting knowledge 
but also in globalisation, regulation, 
technology. All are impacting the role 
of finance in the business and placing 
new demands on capabilities within the 
finance function.’

While talent acquisition and 
retention are a major concern for SSCs 
in China and Asia Pacific, financial 
necessities create pressure to cut costs, 
innovate and look for a more globalised 
approach to processes and more efficient 
allocation of resources.

‘As these SSCs mature and as 
pressure grows on finance functions 
to reduce their operating cost further, 
there is an increasing focus on 
taking a global approach to process 
delivery and standardisation,’ the 
report notes. ‘Global processes 
ownership is being adopted by 
many organisations to drive the 
industrialisation of process delivery.’ »

‘Finance career 
paths are 

becoming less of a 
straight line. The 

skills that finance 
professionals need 

to bring to their 
role are changing’
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There are, however, concerns 
regarding the impact of globalising 
processes and the possibility that 
SSCs become too big or too global to 
be efficient. 

‘My personal opinion is that there 
is always the opportunity to standardise 
as much as possible, but being 
pragmatic in the approach towards 
localisation is key,’ says Roberts. ‘With 
less mature businesses or countries, it 
sometimes does not make sense to force 
global processing.’

The report points out that it takes 
several years and millions in investment 
to achieve high levels of system 
standardisation. It make more sense to 
take a regional approach. 

‘From my personal experience and 
practical operation point of view, it would 
be logical to organise the SSC by region,’ 
says Chu. ‘One SSC would serve several 

business units in different countries in the 
same region. This would ensure better use 
of resources, quicker turnaround time and 
higher efficiency.’ ■

Alfred Romann, journalist

‘There is always 
the opportunity 

to standardise 
as much as 

possible, but being 
pragmatic in the 

approach towards 
localisation is key’

Location, location, location

Governance requirements in different jurisdictions are an important 
consideration for companies setting up shared services centres (SSCs). Indeed, 
the report by ACCA and Deloitte, Future challenges facing the shared services 
centres in China and greater Asia Pacific, suggests that local regulations can 
make or break an SSC. 

‘Regulatory pressures can directly affect a company’s ability to enforce 
compliance towards global standardised processes,’ says Patrick Roberts, a 
director at Deloitte in Hong Kong. ‘A pragmatic approach is required in countries 
where adhering to both local regulations and in-house global process standards 
increases costs.’

These costs are visible in both China and Asia Pacific, but this does not mean 
that they are not still attractive locations to set up SSCs. The higher costs of 
staying on top of regulations and meeting compliance requirements have to be 
added to the costs that cultural challenges create, says Yuki Qian, head of policy 
at ACCA China. ‘If an SSC is about breaking down the current regional structures 
and operating effectively by looking at globalised processes end to end, it 
necessitates evaluating the old structures,’ she says. ‘It also begs an interesting 
question: under a single governance structure, how can finance create more 
value and drive more efficiency by being integrated at the process level?’

Cultural challenges are also significant for SSCs in China and Asia Pacific, with 
language a major concern. ‘With appropriate education, language skill training 
and government support, they are still attractive locations for the setting up of 
SSCs,’ says Eunice Chu, head of policy at ACCA Hong Kong.

But not all locations are created equal, Roberts points out. Even in a single 
country like China, there are both mature locations and others that trail well 
behind. ‘Certain areas of China and Asia Pacific are still five to seven years behind 
more mature locations but are quickly catching up,’ he says.

For more information:

To download Future challenges 
facing the shared services centres in 
China and greater Asia Pacific, visit 

www.accaglobal.com/ab/248
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The view from
Michelle Lian ACCA, client senior accountant,  
Rawlinson & Hunter, Singapore

As a management accountant, I love 
discovering how additional income can 
be found. Think of us as financial doctors, 
constantly managing the health of an 
organisation by looking at the numbers 
generated daily. We strive to find out 
what is hindering or contributing to a 
company’s success, and provide strategies 
and insights to improve businesses.

My current role involves analysing 
companies’ financials, creating financial 
models and managing cashflow. I get a 
thrill knowing how businesses are doing and 
telling the story behind the numbers – this 
is where the value-add comes in. Most of 
all, the feeling of knowing that we’ve played 
our part in contributing to any success in a 
business is overwhelmingly satisfying. 

As a millennial, experiencing the 
advancement of technology over the 
past 10 years means I’m well equipped 
for today’s business needs. Companies 
are no longer looking for accountants who 
are purely number crunchers. With new 
technology and the volatility of markets 
due to globalisation, an accountant needs 
financial and IT skills, commercial instincts 
and business sense in order to contribute. 

There is no ‘average’ day in a client 
accountancy firm. One day I’ll be 
working on a financial model for a 
travel agency; the next I’ll dive into 
managing a consolidated cashflow 
for a trading company; then I might 
be in the boardroom listening to my 
client management’s discussions and 
contributing from a finance perspective.
  
When I was working in the Big Four, 
I ran a bookkeeping course for the 
unemployed. Most had absolutely no 
accounting knowledge. I taught basic 
double entry to generating simple 
financial reports. It was life-changing, as I 
learnt to deal with people from all walks 
of life and realised that accounting is 
essential to all businesses – from a stall 
selling fish balls to a multinational firm.

Sir Richard Branson is definitely top of 
my list as an influencer. Virgin Group has 
created more billion-dollar companies in 
more sectors than any other company and 
has a collection of over 400 companies 
under a single brand. Even typing that is a 
little overwhelming.

Three things I can’t live without? My 
phone – I need to stay connected ALL 
the time (don’t we all?); a credit card – 
electronic money; and Microsoft Excel 
– without it, I wouldn’t be able to create 
complex financial models with beautiful 
and dynamic charts. ■

Knowing that 
we have played 
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overwhelmingly 

satisfying

Snapshot: forensic 
accounting
Forensic accounting covers a wide 
variety of work, including financial 
investigations and expert reports 
for criminal and civil disputes and 
court cases.

Fraud and financial crime is a 
global problem and a growing one. 
Similarly, expert accountants are 
increasingly needed to assist in 
local and cross-border financial, tax 
and commercial disputes. 

Our work typically includes 
valuing businesses for divorces and 
shareholder disputes, investigating 
a suspected employee or officer 
fraud, preparing a loss calculation in 
a personal injury claim or preparing 
an expert report on a negligence 
claim against an audit firm.

One negative aspect of forensic 
work is that it can be stressful giving 
evidence under cross-examination. 
Work also comes with tight 
timetables requiring long hours. 
Unlike audit or tax compliance, the 
workload can be unpredictable.

Forensic accounting is an area 
that is set to grow and offers 
exciting opportunities to those 
accountants with the right skillset.

As well as strong technical 
ability, forensic accountants need an 
objective and independent mindset, 
investigative skills, excellent 
written and verbal communication, 
confidence and robustness.

Forensic accounting is certainly 
not for all auditors or accountants.

Fiona Hotston Moore, partner and 
head of forensic accounting, Ensors
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Making  
the leap
Growing numbers of accountancy 
firms are diversifying into legal 
services as the benefits become 
increasingly attractive – not 
least in Asia Pacific

Accountants and lawyers may not 
be the strangest of bedfellows; they 
share some common interests and 
they’ve courted before. But while top-
tier accountancy firms have long had 
lawyers in their armoury, the majors 
are eyeing a greater market share. Led 
by the Big Four, they’re building legal 
muscle in divisions across Asia Pacific, 
adding lawyer partners and acquiring 
legal firms. 

EY is a case in point. Globally, it has 
law firms in 65 countries and aims at 85 
over the next couple of years. In Asia 
Pacific alone, 206 commercial lawyers 
practising within EY’s network have been 
hired since January 2014 ‘and we intend 
to increase that number’, says Howard 
Adams, EY’s head of legal, Asia Pacific.

Adams believes that ‘the time is right’ 
for accountancy firms to re-enter the 
legal market, an arena first explored in 
the 1990s after the pioneering Arthur 
Andersen sought to diversify from 
auditing and tax by expanding into 
consulting and law. 

The trend abated in 2002, when the 
Enron scandal took Arthur Andersen 
down and Big Four accountancy firms 
scaled back their law practices in 
response to regulatory change. But the 
attraction remained. 

Adams says the current move is 
client-driven. ‘Clients are looking for 
more innovative solutions and are willing 
to approach acquiring legal services with 
a more open mind,’ he says. 

Asia is just one part of EY’s expansion. 
(‘We are also building up capability in 
Latin America and have a mature legal 
business in Europe and the Middle East,’ 
Adams points out.) But with so much 
economic activity and so many under-
served markets, it’s arguably a region of 
the greatest potential.

‘Clients expect coverage’
Adams notes that while it is important 
for EY to have aligned law practices 
in big cities such as Tokyo, Shanghai, 
Hong Kong, Singapore and Sydney, ‘it is 
equally important to have a quality legal 
business in emerging markets such as 
Vietnam’. In Beijing, for example, more 
than 250 foreign law firms are currently 
operating, whereas Ho Chi Minh City 
has ‘only a handful’. ‘Our clients expect 
coverage in countries in which they 
would like to do business, not only those 
in which everyone else does business,’ 
Adams says.

Legal services go hand in hand with 
the firm’s accountancy roles, Adams 
says, citing key areas of crossover in 
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pure accountancy model – hence PwC is 
naturally looking to round out its offering 
with legal services as well.’

Competing at the premium end
The current strategy is vastly different 
from the profession’s previous approach 
to market entry, which usually involved 
the acquisition of mid-tier, full-service 
law firms and often lacked a cultural 
and product fit, O’Malley says. Now, 
the emphasis is on competing at the 
premium end of the market with an 
integrated offering.

‘The strategic focus for PwC, and it 
seems for the balance of the Big Four, 
is to seek to play in areas which fit with 
the broader business,’ he says. ‘Rather 
than trying to be a full-service law firm 
that is all things to all people, we are 
focusing on key areas of practice where 
there are natural adjacencies with 
consulting, deals, tax and assurance. If 
the legal offering is relevant to existing 
clients, and can be provided as part of an 
integrated service offering, it’s going to 
be a much easier sell.’

Across Asia Pacific, he continues, 
accountancy firms have some ‘natural 
advantages’ conducive to growing legal 
practices in markets where the legal 
profession is underweight. »

sectors such as financial services, private 
equity, real estate, government, energy, 
resources, supply chain, health care 
and procurement. Compatible areas of 
legal practices include corporate and 
commercial, mergers and acquisitions, 
employment law, data privacy, property 
and private client services. 

Tony O’Malley, a former managing 
partner at global law firm King & Wood 
Mallesons, was appointed by PwC 
Australia last year to spearhead the firm’s 
growth agenda in premium corporate 
advisory legal services in Australia and 
the Asia-Pacific region. The firm has since 
secured a number of senior executive 
legal hires region-wide – including Hong 
Kong-based Joseph Tse, ex-senior 
partner, Greater China, for Allen & Overy, 
as senior adviser of legal practice in Asia 
Pacific, where lawyers working in the 
firm’s network now number 324. PwC has 
also recently welcomed into its network 
a boutique corporate legal practice in 
Singapore, and O’Malley says this is ‘only 
the beginning’.

He agrees that the trend is client-
driven. ‘All of the Big Four firms 
have been investing in growing their 
legal teams over the past few years,’ 
O’Malley says. ‘We see the business as a 
multidisciplinary practice, rather than a 
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‘As commercial activity accelerates in 
regional markets demand will grow for 
professional services support,’ O’Malley 
adds. ‘The Big Four are already there, 
quite invested into those jurisdictions 
and with existing relationships with 
government and business. In addition 
to the audit and related services already 
being provided, we can also see 
substantial growth around consulting, 
deals and legal over the next five to 10 
years. We’ve just got to make sure we’re 
on the ground and taking advantage of 
those opportunities.’

Deloitte has 1,400 lawyers practising 
globally – 160 of them in Asia Pacific – 
which Alan Tsoi, the firm’s Asia Pacific tax 
and legal leader, views as ‘a necessity’ for 
clients who have specific needs across 
multiple markets. 

‘Two years ago, driven by client 
demand, we launched our legal growth 
strategy and began expanding our legal 
geographical footprint to Asia Pacific,’ he 
explains. ‘Since then, we have expanded 
quickly and now have capabilities to 
provide legal services in Australia, China, 
Japan, Korea, Taiwan and Thailand, and 
will continue to broaden our reach.’

‘More efficient’
Deloitte’s legal strategy is driven ‘pure 
and simple’ by clients wishing to raise 
efficiency in the way they purchase and 
use professional services, Tsoi says. 
‘They are looking for someone who can 
help them across many disciplines in the 
multiple markets where they do business. 

They find it easier and more efficient to 
deal with one organisation that can both 
deliver deep legal expertise and has the 
ability to execute on the advice in their 
own business environment.’

Besides, he adds, clients ‘don’t see us 
as just an accounting firm anymore’. ‘We 
advise our clients on solving complex 
business issues and they look to us to 
provide a whole suite of services.’

Earlier this year, lawyer David Morris 
returned to the accountancy fold to lead 
KPMG’s Australian legal arm. Morris, a 
partner in the firm’s legal corporate and 
securities practice until 2004, discovered 
that, while co-leading the Asia-Pacific 
corporate practice of global law firm 
DLA Piper, clients increasingly sought 
a full-service advisory solution for their 
professional needs. He found the 
opportunity to create such an offering 
with KPMG to be ‘very compelling’.

‘The focus of KPMG in respect of its 
Australian legal services offering will be 
to provide legal services as an integral 
part of its delivery of multi-disciplinary 
solutions for clients,’ he says. ‘The areas 
of greatest synergies will be working 
closely with the taxation and transaction 
advisory practices of KPMG. As part 
of its growth strategy, KPMG Law in 
Australia will be recruiting high-quality 
lawyers in these areas of greatest 
synergy, being primarily corporate/M&A, 
intellectual property and employment 

lawyers.’ The firm declined to disclose its 
lawyer numbers.

Should law firms be worried? 
‘Competition is good for clients and it’s 
good for the firms,’ O’Malley says. ‘In 
reality, the big law firms do what they do 
well and even if we deliver on our strategy 
we’re not going to be taking significant 
market share from them. I’m not sure that 
law firms should be losing sleep, but we 
are part of the landscape and they will 
need to adapt to this reality.’

Likewise, Tsoi doesn’t view Deloitte’s 
expansion as a move to ‘take on’ the legal 
profession, as he believes there are mutual 
benefits. ‘Our growth into legal has helped 
to create synergies across all the aspects 
of our business and we still work with law 
firms to help clients on many areas,’ he 
says. ‘As long as the client gets the best 
services and support then that should 
be the main focus and priority. We also 
attract many lawyers who wish to work in 
an organisation that is business solution-
driven and provides a new dimension to 
many legal talents as a career option. I 
think we contribute to the development of 
the legal profession in a positive way.’ ■

Peta Tomlinson, journalist
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The number of lawyers 
currently practising in 
the Big Four Asia-Pacific 
networks:

EY: 206
PwC: 324

Deloitte: 160
KPMG: will not disclose 

Why do lawyers want to  
join accountancy practices?

PwC’s Tony O’Malley, who meets prospective legal 
employees ‘on a daily basis’, says that one pull 
factor he hears consistently is that the Big Four 
firms typically maintain a growth environment, 
whereas many of the law firms have been in 
contraction. ‘People find that growth has a 
positive impact on culture,’ he says.

Secondly, they are attracted to the platform 
– both the global network and, in particular, the 
depth and breadth of client relationships, and the 
opportunities that creates for them.

‘A number are very interested in being part 
of the change that’s going on in the sector: this 
idea of creating a different offering, where you’re 
dealing with legal issues in the context of a 
commercial project and working with colleagues 
to deliver whole solutions,’ he says. ‘That really 
resonates with them. And given the ongoing flood 
of CVs we’re receiving, we’re certainly seeing no 
let-up.’
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Think smart in Asia
As local competition intensifies, foreign companies must reach out to a savvier, better 
educated consumer and tailor their value proposition to suit the changed environment

The post-global financial crisis (GFC) era is often referred 
to as ‘the new economy’, but in the altered micro-
economic landscape of South-East Asia, it is proving to 

be a game changer. As Ben Simpfendorfer, founder and CEO 
of Silk Road Associates, points out, success in the region is no 
longer all about volume, but more about value. 

Even though growth rates have slowed, they are still creditable 
compared to the developed world and Simpfendorfer argues that 
there is more opportunity in the region now than before the GFC, 
provided your business model is right. ‘The new normal is less 
about the macro data, and more about the micro market,’ he says. 
‘Companies are asking themselves: what’s our value proposition, 
and how do we segment that by market? Because the rules have 
changed over the last five years.’

The region already accounts for one-third and growing of 
global GDP, and a high share of revenues for a typical multinational 
company (MNC), Simpfendorfer concedes. But lower growth rates 
mean companies need to think smarter about how to make money 
in the region, in the face of intensifying local competition. 

‘The playing field is levelling,’ he explains. ‘Foreign companies 
are no longer competing only with each other, but increasingly 
with local companies who can provide a product that is 
significantly better quality than in the past, and in some cases not 
only matches but surpasses what foreign companies are selling. 
[Local companies] are also localising their product to suit the 
Asian consumer, and that’s a significant competitive advantage.’

Whether to centralise or localise their operations is a decision 
facing many companies, Simpfendorfer observes. Even an 
international giant like Procter & Gamble (P&G) cannot assume 
that the toothpaste it sells anywhere in the world will also take 
off in Asia. The market calls for a more localised product, with 
localised sales forces and marketing strategies, Simpfendorfer 
says – although that can create tensions with head office honchos 
‘who are naturally very focused on global strategies that are 
replicable between markets’.

Having individual strategies for different cities in Asia does 
create complexity, Simpfendorfer says, but successful companies 
‘recognise the value’ and are prepared to commit. It does take 
a great deal of empathy from your global board, he agrees, and 
the confidence to delegate responsibility to local offices. ‘Not all 
global boards or executive teams are comfortable with that.’

Executives on the ground in Asia are best placed to lead that 
change, by educating their foreign head office about the speed 
of change occurring in these markets.

There is a temptation to assume that the Asian consumer 
is following the same path as the American or European 

CV

Economist Ben Simpfendorfer has 
been advising on business in Asia and 
the Middle East for 20 years. He set up 
his firm, Silk Road Associates, in Hong 
Kong in 2010 to support multinational 
companies and mid-size firms (SMEs) 
with strategies for a region which 
he says now offers more opportunity than ever, but also 
greater complexity. 
Simpfendorfer is a frequent presenter of strategy briefings 
and executive programmes to clients such as KPMG, Baker 
& McKenzie and Japan Post Bank. He is also the author 
of two business books: The New Silk Road (published in 
2009) and The Rise of the New East (2014).
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consumer, only 10 or 20 years behind, and that 
is ‘simply not so’, Simpfendorfer says. ‘In many 
cases, the Asian consumer can be ahead of 
consumers in the rest of the world in terms of 
the way they buy, for instance.’

He is referring to the digital revolution and 
the ‘phenomenal’ adoption of online commerce 
in Asia, especially in China, where the rate far 
exceeds that of more mature markets.

‘The biggest challenge for executive teams 
in this part of the world is to educate their home 
office about localised conditions, and they’ll often turn to service 
providers such as accountants to help them in that role,’ he says.

As locally based business specialists, accountancy firms can 
help demonstrate, for example, the enormous scale that can 
be achieved by selling to just a few cities. In China, for instance, 
Guangzhou, Shenzhen and Foshan have a combined economy of 
around US$600bn. The whole of Asia has 250 cities with million-
plus populations – five times that in either Europe or the US.

‘Building marketing and distribution networks across so 
many cities implies huge capital investment, but also the ability 
to tailor your product or service to each of those cities. It’s very 
difficult,’ Simpfendorfer says. 

When people talk about the rise of the Asian consumer, and 
the share of global spending Asian consumers will account for 
over the coming decade, the figures are headline-grabbing; but 
they disguise the complexity involved in trying to sell to them. 
Asian consumers are savvier these days: better educated, widely 
travelled, more discerning in their choices, Simpfendorfer explains.

‘In each of these 250 cities you have to 
convince people to buy your product, then 
find a way to deliver it to the store shelf, or the 
homeowner’s door. That’s where it gets tough. 
On paper everyone gets very excited [by the 
prospects], but the reality of trying to execute 
sales on the ground becomes very challenging.’

Foreign companies used to enjoy a 
competitive advantage on the assumption 
that their products were better, but that is 
not the case today, says Simpfendorfer. ‘The 

local alternative can be as good, or may offer a better trade-off 
between price and performance: so it might have a little less 
functionality, but it’s also cheaper, and that’s what the market 
is looking for. Asian consumers don’t want to buy a premium 
product at a premium price, but equally, neither a poor product 
at a cheap price – they are looking to strike a balance.”

Marketing is also difficult because of the rapid expansion of 
digital technologies in this region. Social media in particular has 
lowered the entry barriers for local companies, to the extent that 
consumers are overwhelmed with firms looking to sell to them.

Simpfendorfer cites Tmall, a Chinese online marketplace, as a 
‘great platform’ for product exposure, but says there are so many 
products on offer that unless you are an established, well-known 
brand, it’s very difficult to get the attention of consumers.

In this new era of opportunity, though, he sees foreign  mid-
size firms as ‘Asia’s new champions’. Previously, if an SME wanted 
to sell in China, it needed to open offices and recruit sales teams 
in the several locations. ‘Now, you can enter markets in one  » 

▲ Switched on
A billboard advertises Chinese 
online retailer JD.com in 
Shenyang, north-east China. 
The adoption of online 
commerce has surged ahead 
in China, presenting marketing 
and distribution challenges to 
foreign companies 
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a joint venture (JV) arrangement. ‘Foreign companies need good 
advice; they need a third party to moderate that conversation 

and help them to align interests 
between themselves and the 
local company because that’s 
usually where most deals fall 
apart.’

Accounting firms can also 
help mid-size firms stay flexible 
in their strategy and operations 
– especially when they first 
enter the market, as it’s very 
common to find that in this fast-
changing region, the business 
model changes very quickly and 
significantly in the first five years. 

‘In order to stay flexible, 
in my view it’s important to 
outsource as many functions 
as you possibly can – it’s better 
to outsource payroll function, 
for example, because if you do 
need to expand or to shrink 
your business you can do it in 
a cost-effective way.’ He also 
recommends appointing a good 
CFO – because ‘it’s critical to 
have solid accounting advice and 
financial control from day one’. ■

Peta Tomlinson, journalist

region, or a cluster of cities, via a single office, a single team, 
and enjoy meaningful returns – just by tailoring your marketing 
campaigns. That can be as 
simple as having people 
hand out samples of 
your product in stores, or 
advertising through social 
media. In the past that was 
difficult to do; sub-regional 
markets weren’t big enough 
to justify that investment. But 
they are today.’

The caveat with digital 
technologies is that everyone 
is doing it, so there is a lot of 
competition, Simpfendorfer 
says. ‘It is cheaper, but also 
harder to stand out. You’ve 
got to be smart about the 
way you use digital.’

He sees a role for 
accountancy firms helping 
MNCs and SMEs not only 
scale up their localised 
marketing and distribution 
capabilities, but also to get 
involved in conversations 
between foreign companies 
and potential local partners 
– whether that be an agency, 
a distribution agreement, or 

Think like an entrepreneur

Silk Road Associates recently collaborated with KPMG 
on its new report, MNCs in Southeast Asia. It notes that 
MNCs are ‘rightly excited’ by the opportunities presented 
by the dawning ASEAN Economic Community (AEC), and 
that CEOs talk more positively of having more investment 
choices as a result of the region’s commitment to free 
trade, and the resultant fall in tariff barriers.

However, the biggest challenge for foreign executives 
in Asia today may not come from a competitor, but from 
changing consumer trends. Simpfendorfer’s advice for 
senior executives in Asia is to scan for change outside 
their industry. ‘I’d say, focus less on your inbox and more 
on the horizon – through data analysis and networking 
with others – and then feed that information back to your 
executive boards for action.’

He sees the region’s successful entrepreneurs as role 
models, who ‘recognise that their market may change 
overnight and are more agile in how they respond’. In a big 
company, he says, thinking like an entrepreneur ‘has real 
value when dealing with what are constantly expanding, 
but also increasingly complex, markets’. 

Download MNCs in Southeast Asia at bit.ly/kpmg-mncs

◄ Rival regional initiatives
A Chinese researcher works on an 
ultracold atom device at the Chinese 
Academy of Sciences-Alibaba Quantum 
Computing Laboratory in Shanghai, China
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Chasing equality
A recent survey of female representation at senior levels of business around the world 
makes clear we are still a long way from gender equality in the workplace

Gender imbalance in the MBA pipeline

As part of their assessment process for admission to master’s programmes, 
most global business schools rely on the graduate management admission 
test (GMAT) from GMAC (the Graduate Management Admission Council). 
GMAC has collated data from a number of sources including the UN and 
the CIA as well as GMAT uptake fi gures to survey more than 30 countries 
about how women are represented in business. 

More women than men study GMAT in only fi ve countries

Business bosses

Despite a low ranking in GMAC’s gender 
gap index, Russia had the 
greatest proportion of 
female senior managers. 

The median fi gure was 
24.2%, in Great Britain it 

was 22%, in China 25% 
and in Malaysia 22%.

Literacy’s ladder to power

High literacy rates are associated with positions of power, and female literacy 
rates are higher than male rates (by no more than 1%) in just four of the 30 
countries surveyed. India had the greatest difference in literacy rates by 
gender – indeed, the survey found it to be the worst place to be a woman 
among G20 countries (because of child marriage, infanticide and slavery).

Political clout

Sweden had the 
highest proportion 
of members of 

government who 
are women. In 
every country, 
men were in the 

majority.

Sweden 43.6%

South Africa 41.9%

Finland 41.5%

Spain 41.1%

Belgium 39.3%

Countries with biggest differences in literacy rates:

India 20.7%
Egypt 16.8%
Turkey 6.6%
Peru 5.6%
Lebanon 4.2%

Those with higher 
female than male 
literacy rates:

Philippines 1%
Brazil 0.7%
Thailand 0.1%
Argentina 0.1%

Russia 40%

Philippines 37%

France 33%

Vietnam 33%

Sweden 28%

37,631
vs

20,152

863
vs

592

1,050
vs

766

181
vs

157

1,033
vs

919

VietnamChina Thailand Finland Russia

For more information:

GMAC’s interactive graphic is at womeninbusiness.mba.com
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Taking stock
Ten years after IFRS became mandatory across the European Union, the IASB has much  
to celebrate – but concerns about it persist. We talk to chairman Hans Hoogervorst 

standards. If they are private, is the suspicion, do they listen too 
much to private interests?’

He argues that the need to set up an international standard-
setting body relatively quickly meant that there was no other 
realistic option than its current structure. ‘The alternative was a 
treaty organisation along the lines of the IMF, but that would have 
taken years to set up,’ he says. ‘Whether we are a public or private 
organisation matters little; what is most important is that we make 
our decisions independent of any commercial interests.’ 

For a career public servant like Hoogervorst (before 
becoming IASB chairman in 2011 he held several senior positions 
in the Dutch government, including minister of finance and 
minister of health, welfare and sport), it is not difficult to see 
why any hint of bias must rankle. This year he was the driving 
force behind a new mission statement for the organisation – 
‘to develop IFRS that bring transparency, accountability and 
efficiency to financial markets around the world’ – which sums up 
its contribution to the public interest as ‘fostering trust, growth 
and long-term financial stability in the global economy’. 

Persistent myths
But still persistent myths about the IASB remain: that its long-
term agenda is to move to fair value measurement; that it is 
beholden to the firms and private companies that contribute to 
its funding; that it is self-regulating; and that it concentrates too 
much on the information needs of short-term investors, to name 

just a few. So, Hoogervorst and 
Michel Prada, chairman of the 
IFRS Foundation Trustees, have 
taken the decision to tackle the 
issue head-on by publishing a 
document, Working in the Public 
Interest, which directly addresses 
all of these points and more.

‘It’s been at the back of my 
mind [to write this document] for 
a long time,’ says Hoogervorst. 
‘It irks me that so many people 
think we are an Anglo-Saxon 
commercial organisation working 
for commercial parties. We are 
about keeping capitalism honest 
– creating rigour and discipline 
so people can invest safely.’ 

He is equally irritated by 
the assumption that IFRS only 

This year marks 10 years since International Financial 
Reporting Standards (IFRS) became the common 
accounting language for consolidated accounts 

of European Union-listed companies. The European 
Commission’s announcement that it would mandate the use 
of IFRS took many by surprise, but few would argue that the 
International Accounting Standards Board (IASB) hasn’t faced 
up well to the task.

‘Overall, it’s been an amazing 10 years,’ says IASB chairman 
Hans Hoogervorst. ‘If you had asked us a decade ago where 
we would be today, we would definitely have been pleased 
with this.’ A total of 116 countries have now adopted IFRS for 
all or most publicly listed companies, and while some stubborn 
barriers remain (predominantly the US, more of which later), 
steady and encouraging progress is being made in most of the 
remaining large non-IFRS markets, such as Japan. 

It has not always been a smooth ride, but the IASB has a solid 
history of adapting and evolving to the needs of its many and 
varied constituents. The IASB and IFRS Foundation, the legal 
entity under which it operates, have evolved since their formation 
in 2001, each time in response to stakeholders’ views. The 
trustees of the foundation hold five-yearly public consultations 
on its structure and effectiveness, as required by its constitution, 
the latest of which was launched in July. Previous constitutional 
reviews have resulted in the introduction of specific geographical 
quotas for the board’s membership and the appointment of a 
Monitoring Board.

Hoogervorst argues strongly 
that the IASB is one of the most 
open and transparent bodies 
in the world, but throughout its 
life it has had to contend with 
persistent suggestions that it 
lacks independence. The root 
of the issue is the fact that the 
IFRS Foundation is a private 
sector, not-for-profit organisation 
– an unusual structure and one 
that many people have trouble 
getting their heads around. 

‘I wouldn’t say that we are 
misunderstood by everyone,’ 
says Hoogervorst, ‘but some 
do question why a private 
organisation is responsible for 
a public issue like accounting 

IFRS adoption

116 
jurisdictions require IFRS for all or most domestic 
listed companies and financial institutions

12 
jurisdictions, including India, Switzerland and Japan, 
permit rather than require IFRS

2 
jurisdictions (Saudi Arabia and Uzbekistan) require IFRS 
for financial institutions, but not for listed companies

8 
jurisdictions, including China and the US, use national 
or regional standards
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exist for a small group of professional investors and creditors. 
‘Most investors are not hedge-fund billionaires, but very normal 
people – the members of mutual funds and pension plans,’ 
he says. ‘Many people are hugely dependent on working 
capital markets.’ The document itself goes further, arguing that 
because economic growth and long-term financial stability are of 
immense importance to the public at large, even those who do 
not invest in capital markets are stakeholders in the IASB’s work. 

The paper methodically addresses each of the 
misconceptions that have developed around the IASB. On the 
widespread belief that the IASB has a strong preference for 
market-based fair value accounting, it says: ‘The fact is that 
for most companies, especially in the non-financial sectors, 
historical cost accounting is still dominant. IFRS prescribes fair 
value accounting judiciously, usually for activities that take place 
in active markets and for instruments, such as derivatives, that 
are highly sensitive to market conditions. For these instruments, 
historical cost does not provide meaningful information.’ 

It is thought that the belief that the IASB has a fair value 
agenda has its origins in a discussion paper issued by the board 
in pre-crisis 2008, Reducing Complexity in Reporting Financial 
Instruments. This argued that a ‘long-term solution’ to address 
measurement-related problems around financial instruments 
was to measure them all in the same way, adding that ‘fair value 
seems to be the only measure that is appropriate for all types 

of financial instruments’. But the Financial Crisis Advisory Group 
– which was set up in 2009 at the request of the IASB and the 
US Financial Accounting Standards Board to discuss financial 
reporting issues arising from the crisis and which was co-chaired 
by Hoogervorst – recommended a mixed measurement model. 
‘People have long memories,’ he says. ‘One or two board 
members still think full fair value measurement should happen, 
but the majority are happy with a mixed model.’

Short-term concern
On the criticism that the IASB is too honed to the needs of 
short-term investors, the paper says: ‘We share the concern 
that many actors in the financial markets are driven by short-
term incentives. That is the very reason why the IASB aims to 
set standards that make it difficult to manipulate earnings and 
that bring hidden liabilities to light. We believe, however, that in 
practice it is difficult to distinguish between long-term and short-
term investors, and we also believe that their information needs 
may not be very different.’

‘I don’t know of any long-term investor who doesn’t want to 
know of short-term events,’ says Hoogervorst. ‘You never know if 
a short-term event is actually the beginning of a long-term trend 
– and low interest rates in the UK are just such an example. The 
argument of long-term investors is used by people who don’t 
want to show the effect of short-term market information.’ »

On board 

See more from Hans 
Hoogervorst on IASB progress  
at bit.ly/1i19XuS
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The quality of IFRS is not under debate. The European 
Commission’s recent evaluation of IFRS regulation concluded 
that the standards have ‘increased the transparency of financial 
statements through improved accounting quality and disclosure 
and greater value-relevance of reporting’. It also found 
‘evidence of improved capital market outcomes, higher liquidity, 
lower cost of capital, increased cross-border transactions, 
improved investor protection and maintenance of investor 
confidence’. Criticisms were generally confined to the complexity 
of the standards and challenges related to ensuring that all 
jurisdictions contribute on an appropriate basis to the long-term 
financing of the IFRS Foundation.

Sustainable funding
The current foundation budget is set by its trustees at between 
£26m and £27m a year. Over half of its 2014 income came from 
publicly sponsored contributions, a quarter from other sources 
including the large auditing firms. The contribution from firms 
remains controversial – Hoogervorst and Prada argue in their 
paper that their contributions ‘seem intrinsically reasonable 
and do not create material conflicts of interest to the IASB’, 
but acknowledge that the foundation needs to do a better job 
explaining the safeguards that are in place.

Funding discussions will most likely rumble on for some 
time to come. The trustees have said that the spread of IFRS 
suggests that its budget would need to increase to around £45m 
over time, although they concede that that is not achievable 
in the near future. The current effectiveness review asks for 
comments on the functioning of the foundation’s funding model 
– the European Commission’s report argued for compulsory 
contributions, proportionate to GDP, from countries that were 
members of the governing and monitoring bodies of the 
foundation and the IASB. 

The US remains a sticking point on IFRS adoption, but also 
on funding. ‘The biggest challenge [on adoption] is the US, 
which is at a standstill,’ says Hoogervorst. ‘Nevertheless, IFRS is 
very important for the US. We will just have to be patient.’ He 
smiles. ‘Very patient.’

In the meantime, the board’s work continues and its 
future agenda has just been released for consultation. ‘We 
have unfinished business, such as the Conceptual Framework 
and insurance,’ says Hoogervorst. The board is also tackling 
disclosures, but is constantly aware that its work means 
more work for constituents. ’We feel a general responsibility 
not to overdo change; not to overburden preparers with 
a continuous stream of work,’ he says. ‘But many of the 
standards are old and in need of improvement, and they are 
all necessary improvements.’ ■

Liz Fisher, journalist 

Which brings us to the pressure that the board comes under 
whenever it discusses accounting that is deemed sensitive by 
particular sectors. While it has a rigorous consultation process – 
and puts considerable effort into its outreach activities – there is a 
careful balance to be found between listening to constituents and 
disregarding self-serving views. ‘We have to remain independent,’ 
Hoogevorst says. ‘We know that for a lot of preparers the priority 
is to avoid volatility in their accounts, even when that volatility 
is a true reflection of the economics of the situation. We are 
under pressure from interested constituents and sectors on many 
standards, and it can get quite intense. You can’t be deaf to what 
they say, and we know that we can’t hit on an ideal standard in one 
go. The measure is always: are we making tangible progress?

‘We know our standards are particularly important to 
investors, but we also have to listen to preparers, regulators and 
many others as well. I feel the standards have huge value for 
the preparer community. That can be seen in Japan; no one is 
forcing Japanese companies to adopt IFRS and yet they still do.’

With such a lot at stake, transparency is the key. Hoogervorst 
says that the board’s ‘outstanding’ due process is the most 
transparent of any private organisation. All board papers are 
public, and every meeting is broadcast and archived. Ultimately, 
says Hoogervorst, the IASB knows that if it falls short on 
consultation, the risk increases that its standards will not be 
endorsed in some jurisdictions. The fact that IFRS in almost every 
jurisdiction have been endorsed without modification is partly 
due to the responsiveness of the IASB to its constituents. ‘People 
know they are being listened to.’

For more information:

Find IASB’s Working in the Public Interest  
on the board’s website www.ifrs.org
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Steering a safe passage
With problems over culture, strategy, data and technology, is it any wonder that CFOs are 
cynical about how organisations tackle the planning, budgeting and forecasting process?

that every organisation – 
whether in the public or private 
sector – has objectives. ‘PBF is 
about turning those objectives 
into a strategic plan which, 
in turn, forms the basis of 
targets,’ he says. ‘These can be 
used to create in-year budgets 
so that operationally you 
deliver the strategy that fulfils 
the objectives.’ 

O’Mahony says no one 
would get in a car in London 
and want to get to Edinburgh 
but have no idea how to get 
there. ‘If organisations just 
meander it is ineffective and 
inefficient.’ This meandering 
is often caused by that lack of 
partnership between finance 
and the rest of the business. 

‘Forecasting in most 
organisations tends to be weak 
because it is done by finance 
on its own without suitable 
input from operations,’ says 
O’Mahony. If it is finance-
owned and not properly 

integrated into the wider planning cycle of the business, it is 
going to fail. The quest is for an integrated model that takes 
operation’s predictions and monetises them as part of informing 
a financial forecast. But first of all organisations have got to take 
the process seriously. ‘A lot of organisations see budgeting as an 
exercise that must be done’, says O’Mahony. ‘So the approach 
is “What can I get away with?” These problems are cultural, 
organisational and technical.’

Short-term targets
The ‘what-can-I-get-away-with?’ attitude has wide consequences, 
especially for the corporate culture surrounding target-setting. 
The study found that planning and budgeting was often focused 
around short-term targets and not linked to achieving the 
strategy over a three- to five-year period. Linking employee 
incentives to the short rather than the long term, says Lyon, 
creates the problem of lowballing. ‘Perversely, managers in » 

Planning, budgeting 
and forecasting (PBF) 
is an underutilised and 

ineffective process in many 
organisations. Although 
the finance department 
should shoulder some of the 
blame, the cultural attitude 
of the wider organisation 
needs to change, as does 
organisations’ use of 
technology and data. 

Markets move more quickly 
than ever before and are more 
complex; there is also greater 
competition. These pressures 
make the need to forecast all 
the more acute. ‘Companies 
need a much better steer 
on how external factors are 
impacting their business 
and how the decisions 
companies take are impacting 
performance’, says Jamie Lyon, 
ACCA’s head of corporate 
sector. If companies could 
obtain that better steer and 
translate it into an effective 
PBF process, they could gain a distinct competitive advantage. 

But few organisations seem to recognise this. Although CFOs 
may accept that PBF is an increasing priority, an ACCA/KPMG 
study reports a high degree of cynicism around PBF procedures. 
Almost one in two (46%) of those surveyed said their annual 
budgets were politically agreed numbers, generated from the 
top of the business and not linked to operational reality. Over 
62% said budgets simply reflected a point in time and quickly 
ceased to be relevant as the financial year went on.

But that is not how it should be. ‘Within the enterprise, PBF 
is central,’ stresses Lyon. ‘The starting point is having the right 
enterprise culture. Tone at the top and visible support is critical 
in integrating and effectively delivering these activities into the 
business. It has to be a real partnership approach between finance 
and the wider organisation in ensuring that strategic alignment.’

It is that word ‘strategic’ that is crucial. John O’Mahony, head 
of KPMG’s Enterprise Performance Management team, notes 

39

10/2015 Accounting and Business

Budgeting | Insight 

GL_I_Budgeting.indd   39 06/05/2015   09:20



But if a company spends well and on the right technology, 
it could expect to reap benefits such as real-time reporting and 
continuous improvement. Lyon says that CFOs should be asking 
themselves how quickly they can produce their forecasts and 
how quickly can they change their plans. 

Preston thinks that there may be a workable solution to 
quieten the doubters: ‘Cloud-based planning and budgeting 
technology allows finance to provide consistent finance and 
business data throughout the business in a much more timely 
and collaborative manner,’ he says. ‘The web is a force for good 
in better joining up globally remote business units.’

The good news 
A chink of light amidst the general gloom that hangs around PBF 
can be found, according to O’Mahony, in a couple of places. He 
says that the FMCG (fast-moving consumer goods) sector, led 
by multinationals such as Procter & Gamble and Nestlé, have 
successfully embraced a PBF strategy. ‘This has given them 
insights to make better decisions based on facts, which in turn 
have led them to be dominant on a global basis,’ he says. 

O’Mahony also commends e-commerce corporates 
such as Amazon. ‘While they did not have to wrestle with 
legacy baggage, they took advantage of the clean sheet of 
paper and adopted leading-edge PBF models from the start. 
It is part of their DNA and it has equipped them to perform 
more efficiently and run their operations in a way that optimises 
the business model.’

To other CFOs who may not be in that happy place, 
O’Mahony makes the following suggestion: ‘CFOs should step 
back to see where their organisation is in terms of their ability 
to forecast quickly, gain insight and look forward to see how 
the business is likely to perform,’ he says. ‘If not, they will be 
failing to exploit opportunities.’ Companies are all about driving 
shareholder value, and a robust strategic planning process helps 
– year by year – to maximise the efficiency and effectiveness of 
the organisation. ‘By performing a strategic planning process, 
companies are attempting to reward the shareholders so that 
they are willing to continue their investment.’ ■

Peter Williams, accountant and journalist

business divisions may be able to get away with setting short-
term targets that are easily achievable. Do they understand 
the build-up of revenue and costs and what is possible for the 
business to achieve?’ This leads to a further question of whether 
finance has the skills and the capability it needs to challenge 
during the PBF process. A poor process enterprise-wide leads to 
sub-optimal decision-making and a strategy that is not aligned to 
the reality of the delivery.

The study found that organisations are struggling to 
use data analytics effectively. Over 30% of the financial 
professionals surveyed said that the quality of the data was the 
biggest impediment to using data analytics in their planning 
processes; 17% said that management ignored the data and 
simply pursued the same decision regardless. Quantity of data 
is also cited as an issue. 

‘Companies need the right data and it needs to be visible,’ 
says Lyon. ‘Unless you have the propensity to take in all the 
different data flows – internal and external – you struggle to 
understand where your business is heading. Data has to be 
robust, accurate, timely and visible.’

Ian Preston, vice president sales, UK & Ireland, at software-as-a-
service business analytics provider Adaptive Insights, understands 
the shortcomings. ‘A universal data source of consistent data for 
strategic plans, budgets, forecasts, scenarios and actuals is a goal 
that few companies achieve,’ he says. ‘The common mistake is a 
big-data approach, drowning in detail. A more focused view of 
what is necessary to support decisions works best.’

When all else fails, corporates tend to turn to technology 
to provide a solution, but O’Mahony warns against trying that 
approach to sort out PBF issues. He says: ‘Technology is an 
enabler but it is not a silver bullet. There is no system out there 
that you implement and it immediately gives you the answer.’ 
Instead, says O’Mahony, companies need to define the strategic 
planning model, which will in turn define the budget model. 
Processes, structures and reward mechanisms need to be in 
place. Then, when a company has the building blocks, it can start 
creating a technology specification to make a system investment. 

Erosion of trust 
Inaccurate data and technology are intrinsically linked, eroding 
C-suite trust and, the survey suggests, encouraging them to base 
operational decisions on instinct rather than insight. And the 
distrust is leading to underinvestment in finance technology. Of 
those surveyed, 41% said that they haven’t invested in a planning 
tool other than Excel; and, of those who had, 28% said it hadn’t 
delivered the benefits expected, setting them back yet further.

‘Organisations need a company-wide holistic technology 
solution,’ says Lyon. ‘If it is not joined up, inevitably there are 
lots of reconciliations between systems and that is an ongoing 
challenge for finance.’

For more information:

Download Planning, Budgeting and Forecasting: An Eye 
on the Future at www.accaglobal.com/ab/245]

See ‘How to create a business budget’ at bit.ly/bus-budget

See www.accaglobal.com/ab/webinars for future webinars 
on budgeting
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All or nothing
ACCA’s Chas Roy-Chowdhury believes that countries should not be allowed  
to cherry-pick from the 15 action points in the OECD’s BEPS project

US Treasury deputy assistant secretary Robert Stack has said his 
government was ‘extremely disappointed’ in the OECD’s work, 
while adding that the diverted profits taxes in place or being 
planned in the UK and Australia were ‘a disturbing development for 
the OECD’. However, the article also suggested that other Treasury 
officials were saying that country-by-country reporting, as set out in 
the BEPS Action 13 on transfer pricing, could be introduced earlier 
than required, a move that would not be aligned with a government 
intent on scuppering the whole BEPS process.

At the same time, we have seen the European Commission 
release its own action plan to reform corporate taxation, setting 
out a series of initiatives to tackle tax avoidance and secure 
sustainable revenues under its common consolidated corporate 
tax base (CCCTB) proposals. But at ACCA, we believe that to be 
credible, such a comprehensive approach to corporate taxation, 
as proposed by the commission, must be fully compatible with 
the BEPS project. In fact, it has to make sense that work on 
CCCTB should only begin in earnest after the BEPS project 
outcomes have been finalised, in order to make sure that the 
CCCTB and other European Union measures are fully aligned 
with the OECD conclusions. Having at least two sets of rules just 
would not make sense.

Interestingly, the OECD welcomed the EC’s plans, saying the 
move was ‘another major step towards international cooperation 
in the fight against tax evasion and avoidance’, and adding » 

Are we entering the final straight of the BEPS project 
or is there a danger we could end up in a cul-de-
sac? I ask the question because so far the speed 

at which the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OECD) has moved with its Base Erosion and 
Profit Shifting (BEPS) work has been impressive. But the 
hardest part is still to come.

By the end of the year we will see the full fruits of the OECD’s 
labours, as this is the deadline by which the organisation’s 
Committee on Fiscal Affairs will have reported on all 15 of the 
action points agreed by the G8 back in June 2013, and endorsed 
by G20 world leaders in September of that year. The committee 
delivered on seven of the action points last year, with the 
remaining eight up for debate during 2015.

But arguably some of the most difficult and fundamental issues 
are to be addressed in this second batch of action plans, and it 
is vital that we get these right, with full agreement and support, 
when they are delivered as a coherent package to the G20 finance 
ministers meeting this October. And in the meantime, one has 
to hope that any moves towards unilateral action by a single 
jurisdiction, such as the UK government’s diverted profits tax 
legislation, do not throw up any conflicts with the OECD’s work.

Indeed, as reported by Forbes magazine recently, the US has 
been critical both of the OECD’s work and the legislative proposals 
coming from the UK and Australia. According to the publication, 

Embacing the OECD’s BEPS project in its entirety
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companies choose where best to make 
their investments. A desire for tax 
sovereignty alone should not be used 
as an excuse.

There will need to be proper 
structures in place to deal with 
those jurisdictions that effectively 
block multinationals from going to 
arbitration. There will be disputes, 
but jurisdictions need to have in 
place proper arbitration procedures. 
Local tax authorities might claim 
that a multinational would get a 
worse settlement if it were to go to 
arbitration, with the threat of successive 
and more in-depth tax audits in the 
future. Will BEPS be able to change 
this attitude?

Any vagueness and opportunity to avoid mandatory 
arbitration will need to be removed from Action 14 if it is to 
succeed, and I hope to see a future proposal that takes a firm 
view in this area. An easy compromise, that would be acceptable 
to some governments, will not achieve this. It is the most 
fundamental action point underpinning the whole BEPS project; 
it should establish a sea change in thinking.

that the political impetus and support 
for establishing a fairer international tax 
system was ‘overwhelming’.

Overwhelming? Probably. Universal? 
Possibly not. For if the whole project 
is to be successful, and successfully 
implemented, then there is a clear 
and pressing need to ensure that all 
jurisdictions are on board and more 
than willing to implement the action 
points, with an absolute commitment 
to the whole package, without dispute.

Yes, without dispute. But the issue 
of dispute could provide us with one of 
the key sticking points in the project. 
Action 14 aims to make dispute 
resolution mechanisms more effective. 
According to the OECD, the G7, along 
with a number of other jurisdictions, has agreed to mandatory 
binding arbitration, but there are other major players that have 
yet to accept this principle. My fear is that there will be a certain 
amount of cherry-picking from all the action points, leaving 
large gaps in the global tax landscape. Action 14 will be high 
on this list. Those that do not allow themselves to be subject 
to such a system will suffer in the long term as multinational 

My fear is there 
will be a certain 

amount of cherry-
picking from all 

the action points, 
leaving large gaps 

in the global  
tax landscape
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We are not alone in thinking this. At the beginning of the year, 
the OECD published the initial reactions to its Action 14 draft 
discussion paper. It was 413 pages long. The Association for Financial 
Markets in Europe (AFME) and the British Bankers’ Association 
(BBA) teamed up to say that ‘the absence of a binding and effective 
proposal to improve dispute resolution mechanisms is a significant 
concern for our members’, adding that the proposals would almost 

Timescale of the BEPS project

2014 deliverables (released in September 2014)

* Action 1: address the tax challenges of the digital 
economy. 

* Action 2: neutralise the effects of hybrid mismatch 
arrangements.

* Action 5: counter harmful tax practices more 
effectively, taking into account transparency and 
substance.

* Action 6: prevent treaty abuse.

* Action 8: assure that transfer pricing outcomes are in 
line with value creation/intangibles.

* Action 13: re-examine transfer pricing documentation.

* Action 15: develop a multilateral instrument.

2015 deliverables

* Action 3: strengthen controlled foreign companies rules.

* Action 4: limit base erosion via interest deductions and 
other financial payments.

* Action 7: prevent the artificial avoidance of PE status.

* Action 9: assure that transfer pricing outcomes are in 
line with value creation/risks and capital.

* Action 10: assure that transfer pricing outcomes are in 
line with value creation/other high-risk transactions.

* Action 11: establish methodologies to collect and 
analyse data on BEPS and the actions to address it.

* Action 12: require taxpayers to disclose aggressive tax 
planning arrangements.

* Action 14: make dispute resolution mechanisms  
more effective.

Implementation
In February 2015, the OECD and G20 countries agreed 
three key elements:

* a mandate to launch negotiations on a multilateral 
instrument to streamline implementation of tax treaty-
related BEPS measures (Action 15)

* an implementation package for country-by-country 
reporting in 2016 and a related government-to-
government exchange mechanism to start in 2017 
(Action 13)

* criteria to assess whether preferential treatment 
regimes for intellectual property (patent boxes) are 
harmful or not (Action 5).

certainly lead to a greater number of disputes arising as both tax 
administrations and taxpayers adapt to any new policy changes. The 
two associations said: ‘Unless there is an effective dispute resolution 
mechanism in place to mediate these disputes, it is likely that there 
will be a substantive increase in the risk of double taxation without 
the necessary recourse for business to mitigate this risk.’

At its most recent briefing held in June, the OECD’s BEPS team 
set out its latest thinking on dispute resolution. On making dispute 
resolution mechanisms effective, it called for a minimum standard 
in relation to the resolution of treaty-related disputes so that treaty 
obligations are fully implemented in good faith and cases resolved 
in a timely manner. It also called for administrative processes that 
allowed taxpayers to access mandatory arbitration where eligible.

It added that arbitration for willing countries would be included in 
the multilateral instrument (part of Action 15), and reminded us that 
the G7 has called for better and more effective dispute resolution 
mechanisms between tax administrations to ensure that the risk 
of double taxation does not act as a barrier to trade and investment.

A step in the right direction, but I question whether, even now, 
the team has fully assessed the impact of this. Jurisdictions that 
do not want to be part of mandatory arbitration should not be let 
off the hook. Mandatory arbitration will be the glue that binds the 
whole project together. Without it, there is a risk that it will fall apart.

This will also have a knock-on effect for Action 15, the 
development of a multilateral instrument for implementation. Such 
an instrument will lack credibility if jurisdictions have been allowed 
to cherry-pick. As one respondent to the Action 14 discussion 
paper sums it up: ‘First, countries must be willing to truly support 
the project. Second, business must be willing to fully accept its 
outcomes.’ Adopting a binding and universal arbitration framework 
should be an integral and inseparable part of the BEPS deliverables.

I look forward to seeing a revised draft where every ‘could’ 
has been replaced with ‘should’, or even ‘must’.

Arbitration is, of course, only one area of dispute. We continue 
to see discussion drafts issued by the BEPS team, alongside public 
consultations, and they are to be commended for their speed of 
delivery. And all the interested parties are to be commended for 
their swift responses, some critical, others much more supportive. 

Such speed and swiftness is driving the initiative forward, 
and it is certainly driving it on to the corporate agenda. 
According to a recent survey from Deloitte, some 90% of the 
firm’s multinational company clients are anticipating that their 
corporate tax compliance burden will substantially increase 
as a result of additional reporting requirements of the BEPS 
recommendations. Country-by-country and transfer pricing 
reporting were just two areas that figured in their calculations.

Interestingly, more than half (55%) also believed that there 
would be significant unilateral legislative changes that would not 
be coordinated with other jurisdictions, leading 75% to anticipate 
cases of double taxation as a result of BEPS.

Which is why those at the steering wheel need to ensure all 
parties stick to the one roadmap and not take any detours as 
they approach their final destination. ■

Chas Roy-Chowdhury FCCA is head of taxation at ACCA
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Career boost
Dr Rob Yeung reveals the secrets of employability. Plus, perceptions of performance 
management, the pros and cons of being tech savvy and the perfect CV

Dr Rob Yeung is 
an organisational 

psychologist and coach at 
consultancy Talentspace

Talent doctor: employability

What makes you a desirable 
employee for any organisation? I 
recently worked with an organisation 
to restructure its human resources 
and fi nance teams. The executives 
were concerned that too many 
employees were traditionalists more 
keen on preserving the status quo 
than adapting to market pressures 
and new ways of working.

To cull weaker performers and hire 
more proactive business partners, they 
ran a series of assessment centres, 
comprising interviews, written tests 
and other exercises. New roles were 
based on three criteria, dubbed ‘the 
three Es’. Let’s consider these as it’s 
a good way to refl ect on what makes 
us employable.

Expertise
Most jobs require some degree of 
technical knowledge. Human resources 
specialists have to know employment 
legislation. Finance professionals must 
know acceptable and unacceptable 
accounting practices. Sales people have 
to know their products thoroughly.

The thing is, just about everybody 
in the human resources and fi nance 
departments had the requisite levels of 
expertise; their technical acumen wasn’t 
really in doubt.

Emotional intelligence
This is best defi ned as the ability to 
understand and alter emotions in both 
oneself and others. However, many 
people see emotional intelligence as 

synonymous with interpersonal skills 
– building relationships with new 
colleagues and customers, working 
effectively within teams, criticising 
others constructively and handling 
confl ict appropriately.

Emotional intelligence was 
perhaps the biggest factor in deciding 
whether people were hired in the new 
organisation. What mattered more 
than their technical expertise was their 
capacity for understanding others and 
cooperating with them.

Ethic
The third ‘E’ concerned work ethic, 
which in this organisation comprised 
a range of related skills: a readiness to 
demonstrate initiative; a willingness to 
work hard and be persistent; and the 
ability to motivate oneself in the face 
of adversity. 

You may think that the three Es 
sound obvious but I think there are 
valuable lessons here. First of all, it’s 
worth noting that technical expertise 
was not the stumbling block for most 
people. There are many people with 
the right specialist knowledge who, 
unfortunately, are not very employable.

No, it was more usually a defi cit 
in emotional intelligence or a lack 
of work ethic that led to people not 
being offered jobs. Clearly, these are 
the more prized career assets.

The three Es help us to think about 
the ways in which we add value to 
our organisations, identifying the 
strengths we have as well as the 
weaknesses we may need to develop. 
And hopefully they should prompt 
us about the actions we need to 
take in order to remain eminently 
employable. ■

For more information:

www.talentspace.co.uk

@robyeung
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For more information:

www.accacareers.com

The perfect: CV

Self-promotion doesn’t come naturally to everyone, but the CV is a not-to-be-overlooked 
part of one’s career plan. Whether yours is a Word document that you submit by email, a 
letter delivered by snail mail or a LinkedIn version, simplicity and brevity should be your 
bywords. Plus, you need to really sell how clever you are.

Start with a personal statement. This should explain that you are a person who has put 
some thought into their career moves so far and has accumulated some lessons and working 
standards along the way. It should help put some personality into the proceedings, too.
Polish up your descriptive skills. You’ll be sending your CV to people who read them by the 
tens, if not hundreds. So, after your personal statement, set out some of your previous roles 

in a way that shows why they turned out to be such 
marked learning opportunities. Describe 

(briefly) that last transaction in a way that 
conveys how hard-won it was and how 

discerning your own contribution 
turned out to be.

Include some sort of 
ice-breaker: your PADI 

qualification, the Ceroc 
dance sessions 
you still devotedly 
organise even though 

everyone else has long 
deserted you for Zumba, 

your lifelong commitment 
to mud-wrestling. You don’t 

want to come across as an 
automaton, after all. 
And don’t go over one sheet of 

paper. Achieve all that, and everyone will 
fall over themselves to continue the conversation.
Good luck. 

Positive performance
While many companies 
have invested considerable 
time into performance 
management metrics and 
review processes, detailed 
research conducted by 
consultancy GP Strategies 
in the US provides some 
interesting statistics and 
opinion for this area. 

One key finding 
demonstrates that the higher 
up an organisation you 
go, the more positive the 
perception of performance 
management, with only 41% 
of managers not believing 
that it improves performance 
versus 68% of individuals 
surveyed stating that it 
either has no impact or that 
it it negatively impacts their 
engagement levels with 
the firm. 

The research also found 
that regular coaching and 
feedback resulted in a more 
positive attitude towards 
the performance review in 
terms of fairness, but that 
the activity remains the 
exception rather than the rule 
in most organisations. 

In addition, the 
research found that 
traditional performance 
review approaches still 
place little value on 
career conversations 
despite this being a key to 
employee engagement.

Boost for Nigeria 
ACCA and a number of 
other organisations and 
professionals have been 
organising training sessions 
on accounting as a profession 
for university undergraduates 
in a number of states 
across Nigeria. 

‘We believe that 
accountants bring value 
to economies in all 
stages of development,’ 
said Akinyemi Adeyemi, 
ACCA Nigeria’s business 
development manager. 

‘We aim to develop 
capacity in the profession and 

encourage the adoption of 
global standards’. 

This initiative follows 
Nigeria’s adoption of 
International Public Sector 
Accounting Standards 
(IPSAS) in 2011, which have 
since posed considerable 
challenges for financial 
reporting in public sector 
entities, caused by a 
vacuum on how best to 
fast-track the teaching of 
the new guidance among 
students, civil servants and 
those embarking on their 
professional examinations. 

Working closely with 
the Nigerian government, 
global accountancy bodies 
are helping ensure that 
accounting practice in Nigeria 
is developed and trained 
effectively, and a concerted 
effort is made to make 

accountancy more relevant 
among students.

Double-edged sword
A recent survey by CV Library, 
the UK’s largest independent 
job noticeboard, confirmed 
that accounting professionals 
value technology in the 
workplace more than any 
other sector, with 95% 
believing that being tech-savvy 
makes them more employable, 
compared with a national 
average of 86.2%. 

However, accountants 
are also among the most 
concerned about technology 
advancements threatening 
their jobs, with 35% of those 
working in accounting seeing 

advances in technology  
as a threat compared with  
the nationwide average  
of 25%. 

Other findings showed  
that three-quarters of 
accounting professionals 
felt that access to the latest 
technology would make 
them feel more valued 
by their employers; but 
of those surveyed, 40% 
also felt that increased 
connectivity and technology 
has had a detrimental effect 
on work-life balance. ■

Compiled by Adam Akbar, 
MD, Bronzegate – finance 
leadership search adamakbar@
bronzegate.co.uk
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Tell us a story
The oil and gas sector is a great example to others of where storytelling can be  
applied to strategic advantage. The hard part is doing it well, says Tony Grundy

the joker in the pack: shale gas obtained through fracking.

* Get inside the heads of the key players such as OPEC, the 
cartel of oil producing countries. These players can be split 
between the ‘hawks’ and the ‘doves’. The former (such as 
Iran) want higher prices through restricting production; the 
latter (such as Saudi Arabia) prefer to keep production up and 
prices low.

* Look at ‘transitional events’ that
 could bring volatility – such as wars, major terrorist attacks, 

changes in leadership and governments, and disasters such 
as BP’s Deepwater Horizon oil spill in the Gulf of Florida in 
2010 or the nuclear accident in Fukushima, Japan, in 2011.

*  Role-play how the different players might behave to develop 
a series of scenarios.

Role-playing as game theory
Scenario storytelling can be a lot of fun. I once used this 
technique to model the deregulated gas market in the UK. We 
successfully predicted that many peripheral companies would 
shy away, British Gas would be slow to exploit the market, 
the government would put up petroleum revenue tax and 
there would be good profits to be had. Here, role-playing was 
essentially game theory based on identifying perceived pay-offs 

When I qualified as an accountant in the early 1980s 
there were two secure places to start one’s career: 
banking and the oil industry. So I went to work in 

group internal audit at BP. The two years and many foreign 
trips during very profitable times for the company left me 
with fond memories.

While the oil and gas sector is very different from many other 
industries, it highlights the importance of certain techniques in 
strategic and financial decision-making for senior accountants in 
any sector: economic analysis, game theory and storytelling.

Once, when I went for a job at a business school, I was asked 
as a trick question what the oil price would be in 10 years’ time. 
It was a silly question, as there is generally – apart from an 
underlying long-term upward trend – just as much a likelihood 
of it going up or down. I answered that you need to model the 
systems that impact on the price. The process that you would use 
would be ‘scenario storytelling’ – that is:

* Understand the key variables, such as the world demand 
for energy, world GDP growth, urbanisation, energy 
conservation, the need for travel, social and demographic 
trends. You also need to understand the availability, convenience 
and relative price of substitutes, and the rate of depletion of 
existing reserves of oil and gas. Finally, you need to understand 
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For more information:

www.tonygrundy.com

For more on oil and gas and the finance function, visit 
www.accaglobal.com/uk/oilgas

Watch this video of Simon Constant-Glemas, vice president 
of finance at Shell Global Functions, on key priorities for 

today’s CFO in the business: www.accaglobal.com/ab/222

‘How to’ video 

See the latest in our series of 
management and strategy videos by 
Tony Grundy – on the importance of strategic 
vision – at www.accaglobal.com/ab/videos

inherent in the agendas of multiple stakeholders.
The intention with scenarios is not to forecast very specific 

results, as that would intrude in the creative part of the process. 
It is no accident that the practice of envisaging scenarios was 
invented by the oil industry (by Shell). Some of the biggest 
uncertainties in this sector can be addressed by relatively soft 
management techniques – not by purely quantitative modelling. 
However, scenarios can be challenging, as most managers – even 
those who are strategic planners – find storytelling difficult. As 
the head of strategy for one of the world’s largest banks once 
suggested, the difficulty arises ‘because we are so used to 
thinking in bullet points’. 

One of the latest big issues in the oil and gas sector to hit the 
news and that would lend itself well to scenario storytelling is 
fracking – extracting oil from shale. The controversial techniques 
it uses, involving water, sand and chemicals being put through 
oil-bearing rocks under compression, has raised concerns – real 
or imaginary – over health, pollution and even seismic stability. 
Fracking is now happening on a significant scale and may 

cause – if it hasn’t already – the ‘tail to wag the dog’ in the oil 
price market. It is now plausible that the US could become oil-
independent at some point. I expect that the large oil companies 
are scenario storytelling this hot potato, as they assess the 
likelihood of high, medium, low or ‘rollercoaster’ oil prices. ■

Tony Grundy is an independent consultant and trainer and 
lectures at Henley Business School
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Scrum down!
In the second in a series on agile methods, David Parmenter explains why finance  
teams should consider adopting the scrum communication technique

even have a rule that you can only talk as long as you can hold 
a dumbbell in your extended arm. The team leader or ‘scrum 
master’ notes all the roadblocks and immediately sets about 
removing them with an appropriate phonecall or walkabout visit. 
At the end of the session, the group touch fists (embarrassment 
levels permitting) – an homage to the source of this technique.

Team members now get to know what has been done, and 
what is going to be done and by whom. They also know that they 
will be having a scrum tomorrow, alleviating the need to email. 
Everyone is accountable, with no place for ‘cruising’. 

Every month-end should be scrummed. Start around day 
minus two (the day before the last day) and ensure everybody 
who works on month-ends attends the scrum. By the time you 
get to day plus two, many members do not need to attend, as 
their month-end activities will by now be finished. Continue to 
scrum until the month-end is in the CEO hands.

Every year-end should also be scrummed. This time it starts 
with the month-minus-12 scrum and continues. Have the senior 
auditor attend once they are on site. Every annual plan should 
also be scrummed; start with the team planning the next annual 
plan and expand as you go into the collecting numbers phase. 
Finally, every finance project should be scrummed, such as 
implementing a planning tool. ■

David Parmenter is a writer and presenter on measuring, 
monitoring and managing performance

Do your meetings go nowhere slowly? Is there a 
stagnation of ideas? Is the finance team stuck in 
‘groundhog day’? If so, you need to completely 

change the way you communicate with each other.
Agile planning and scrum communication is a technique that 

was developed to radically reduce the time it took to write new 
software applications. It recognised that teams in very intense 
work periods do not always function properly. Common features 
of large projects are that they are:

* typically late with lots of pressure, no fun and have long 
dysfunctional meetings, going nowhere quickly

* slowed even further when more resources are applied to help 
speed them up, as the new staff are tripping over each other 
with unnecessary duplication 

* often over-planned only to find that the game has changed

* constantly hitting road blocks, with members not having the 
skills or internal authority to fix the problem by themselves.  

A 1986 Harvard Business Review paper, The New New Product 
Development Game by Hirotaka Takeuchi and Ikujiro Nonaka, 
noted that the best teams looked like sports teams: all linked 
together, working intensively to overcome obstacles and with 
frequent, short, targeted communication.

Jeff Sutherland, a consultant, discovered that software 
companies benefited greatly from starting each day with a 
stand-up meeting. He, along with others, started to promote this 
method, which is now known as a daily stand-up scrum. 

Clear vision
Instead of over-planning, you need a clear vision of what you 
are trying to achieve. You then take a chunk of work – between 
one and two weeks of effort – which is a standalone part of the 
project and is signed off at the end by the customer. This chunk 
is called a sprint. For the finance team, the month-end should be 
treated as a sprint.

Each day the finance team members delivering the sprint 
(month-end) meet in a stand-up scrum meeting. They are asked 
to talk for one to two minutes about what they did yesterday, 
what they are doing today and any current roadblocks. Each 
debrief is to take no more than a minute or so; some teams 

Next steps

1 Visit Jeff Sutherland’s YouTube presentation on scrums
2 Visit tinyurl.com/qc4hrfc to find out more
3 Email me (parmenter@waymark.co.nz) and I will send 

you a useful paper on agile planning.

For more information:

www.davidparmenter.com
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‘The process 
allows 

organisations 
a degree of 

transparency 
about the risks 

and opportunities 
they face’

Green standard
Graham Holt outlines the developments in sustainability reporting 
requirements and practices that are currently under way

Entities are investing 
more time and resources 
on the issues surrounding 
sustainability. A key part of 
the global advance towards 
sustainability involves the 
need to account and report 
on the implementation and 
application of the entities’ 
sustainability practices. 

Sustainable development 
goals have historically 
been identifi ed as 
economic development, 
social development and 
environmental protection. 
Sustainable development 
consists of balancing local 
and global efforts to meet 
basic human needs without 
destroying or 
degrading 
the natural 
environment. 

Despite the increased 
popularity of the use of 
the term, the possibility 
that societies will achieve 
environmental sustainability 
has been, and continues 
to be, questioned. The 
purpose of the article is 
to outline developments 
in sustainability reporting 
requirements and practices.

Information from the 
sustainability reporting 
process is being used by 
diverse groups of stakeholders 
who are fi nding increased 
value from sustainability 
reporting information. 
Decisions are made by 
businesses and governments, 

which are 
seldom 
based purely 

on fi nancial 
information 

alone. Rather, 
they are based on 

an assessment of risk 
and opportunity using 
information on a wide 
variety of immediate and 

future issues. 

Increased transparency
The process behind 
sustainability reporting 

ensures that 
organisations 
consider their 
impact on 
sustainability 
issues, and 
allows a degree 
of transparency 
about the risks and 
opportunities they 
face. Increased 
transparency 
can lead to 
better decision-
making. There 
is now a greater 

demand for 
sustainability 

information, as demonstrated 
by the emergence of new 
reporting initiatives.

An example of these is 
the United Nations Global 
Compact (UNGC). This is 
a voluntary initiative based 
on CEO commitments 
to implement universal 
sustainability principles and 
to take steps to support UN 
goals. At the time of writing 
there were more than 8,000 
companies and a total of more 
than 13,000 entities signed 
up to the initiative. BP, as an 
example, reports against the 
principles of UNGC on human 
rights, labour, environment 
and anti-corruption. These 
principles centre on operating 
responsibly in alignment 
with universal principles and 
taking actions that support the 
society around them. 

UNGC wishes 
sustainability to be pushed 
deep into the corporate 

DNA, with companies 
showing commitment at 
the highest level, reporting 
annually on their efforts and 
engaging locally where they 
have a presence.

The Global Reporting 
Initiative (GRI) is an international 
not-for-profi t organisation, 
which produces Sustainability 
Reporting Guidelines, currently 
in their fourth generation. The 
GRI’s Sustainability Reporting 
Framework provides guidance 
for organisations to voluntarily 
report on their environmental, 
social and governance 
(ESG) performance. » 
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In support of those 
preparing corporate 
sustainability reports, the GRI 
offers reporting principles, 
standard disclosures and an 
implementation manual. Its 
guidelines are developed 
through a dialogue with 
stakeholders from around 
the world, including 
representatives from business, 
civil society, fi nancial markets, 
labour and government.

GRI has championed 
sustainability reporting for 
many years and provides the 
world’s most widely used 
standards on sustainability 
reporting and disclosure. 
Of the world’s largest 250 
corporations, 93% now 
report on their sustainability 
performance and 82% of 
these use GRI’s standards in 
their reporting. GRI is built 
upon a multi-stakeholder 
principle, which ensures the 
participation and expertise 
of diverse stakeholders in the 
development of its standards. 

Twenty-seven countries 
use GRI in their sustainability 
policies and in addition it has 
longstanding collaborations 
with over 20 international 
organisations such as the 
UNGC, Organisation for 
Economic Cooperation and 
Development and the UN 
Working Group on Business 
and Human Rights.

Its focus has always been 
on the reporting process and 
the value of the information 
that comes from it. GRI has 
published a fi rst-analysis paper 
resulting from its Reporting 
2025 Project that is designed 
to promote an international 
discussion about the purpose 
of sustainability reporting and 
disclosures looking ahead to 
2025. As part of the project, 
leaders in various fi elds were 
interviewed on subjects 
ranging from data technology 
to society and business 
development scenarios. The 
insights gained, which are not 
too unexpected, include the 
fact that companies will be 

held accountable more than 
ever before, that business 
decision-makers will take 
sustainability issues more and 
more into account, and that 
ethical values, reputation and 
risk management will guide 
decision-makers. 

Setting standards
There are developments 
worldwide in terms of 
sustainability reporting. The 
US Sustainability Accounting 
Standards Board (SASB) has 
issued provisional standards 
for various industries. The 
series of eight industry-related 
standards focus on material 
sustainability matters that 
corporations are already 
required to disclose in their 
form 10-K or 20-F fi lings 
with the US Securities and 
Exchange Commission.

The Singapore Stock 
Exchange is making fi nal 
plans to make sustainability 
reporting mandatory. It is 
currently undergoing a one-
year study to determine 
what guidelines 
should be adopted 
for these reports, 
which disclose a 
company’s economic, 
environmental and social 
impacts. The Taiwan 
Stock Exchange recently 

announced that specifi ed 
listed companies would have 
to comply with mandatory 
CSR reporting according to 
GRI G4 guidelines. In 2014, 
Japan’s Financial Services 
Agency published the fi rst 
draft of a stewardship code, 
called the Principles for 
Responsible Institutional 
Investors. The code exists on a 
voluntary ‘comply-or-explain’ 
basis and aims to encourage 
long-term sustainable returns 
based on seven principles 
to guide investors on their 
stewardship responsibilities. 

Also in 2014, the European 
Parliament passed a vote to 
require mandatory disclosure 
of non-fi nancial and diversity 
information by certain large 
companies and groups on 

a comply-or-explain basis. 
Companies must disclose 
information on policies, risks 
and outcomes as regards 
environmental matters, social 
and employee aspects, 
respect for human rights, 
anticorruption and bribery 
issues, and diversity in their 
board of directors.

Finally, in the UK, the Public 
Services (Social Value) Act 
2012 places a duty on public 
bodies to consider social, 
economic and environmental 
wellbeing of stakeholders 
ahead of a procurement. This 
was followed, in August 2013, 
with new regulations for the 
strategic report and directors’ 
report. The regulations 
resulted in an amendment 
to existing company law 
requirements and became 
effective on 1 October 2013. 

The main change was the 
introduction of a requirement 
for certain entities to prepare 
a strategic report as part 
of their annual report. The 
strategic report is intended 
to replace the existing 
‘business review’ section of 
annual reports and requires 
companies to provide a 
complete picture of their 
business activity, including 
social effects, calling into 
question what is material in 
business reporting. 

Quoted companies in 
the UK also need to include 
specifi c information on the 
company’s strategy, business 
model, human rights and 
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gender diversity in the 
strategic report, as well as 
information on greenhouse 
gas emissions in their 
directors’ report. 

Integrated approach
Another consideration is 
the International Integrated 
Reporting Council (IIRC) 
framework. This is a principles-
based framework aimed at 
encouraging businesses to 
explain and disclose better 
how they create value. The 
framework focuses on six sets 
of resources and relationships 
(capitals): fi nancial; 
manufactured; intellectual; 
human; social and relationship; 
and natural. The framework 
defi nes an integrated report 
as a concise communication 
about how an organisation’s 
strategy, governance, 
performance and prospects, 
in the context of its external 
environment, lead to the 
creation of value in the short, 
medium and long term.

The framework provides a 
conceptual basis for thinking 
about how a business creates 
value and identifi es the risks 
it faces, not only in the short 
but medium and long term, 
and about how it articulates its 
strategy and business model 
for long-term sustainable 
value creation. 

However, despite the 
benefi ts and investor appetite, 
many companies are adopting 
a ‘wait-and-see’ approach to 
integrated reporting.

The Climate Disclosure 
Standards Board (CDSB) is an 
international consortium of 
business and environmental 
NGOs. It is attempting 
to advance and align the 
global corporate reporting 
model to equate natural 
capital with fi nancial 
capital, and has developed 
a framework for reporting 
environmental information. 

The CDSB and the 
IIRC have signed a joint 
statement of collaboration. 
Both organisations believe 

that climate change and 
the protection of natural 
capital are core issues for 
business and that relevant 
disclosures about both can 
provide valuable insight 
into corporate performance 
as part of an organisation’s 
mainstream reporting. 

Further, the IIRC has 
created the Corporate 
Reporting Dialogue (CRD), 
which brings together 
organisations that have 
signifi cant international 
infl uence on the corporate 
reporting landscape. It has 
published a landscape map 
that provides a snapshot 
of a comparison of their 
frameworks, standards 
and related requirements. 
Participants are the CDSB, 

the US Financial Accounting 
Standards Board, the GRI, 
the International Accounting 
Standards Board, the 
IIRC, the International 
Public Sector Accounting 
Standards Board, the 
International Organization for 
Standardization and the SASB.

The participants aim to 
work together to respond 
to market calls for better 
alignment and reduced 
burden in corporate reporting 
by promoting proactive 
engagement between the 
key organisations. 

Finally, the International 
Auditing and Assurance 
Standards Board has released 
revised International Standards 
on Auditing to better deal 
with disclosures in fi nancial 
statement audits, together 
with a publication on 
assurance on integrated 
reporting to deal with such 
issues as the nature of 
assurance and how different 
mechanisms contribute to 
credibility and trust. 

There are no worldwide 
agreed standards on 
sustainability reporting. 
There are many initiatives 
and entities can comply with 
a range of ‘standards’. It 
seems reminiscent of where 
International Accounting 
Standards found themselves 
many years ago. ■

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

For more information:

United Nations Global Compact: www.unglobalcompact.org

Global Reporting Initiative: www.globalreporting.org

US Sustainability Accounting Standards Board: www.sasb.org

International Integrated Reporting Council: 
www.integratedreporting.org

Climate Disclosure Standards Board: www.cdsb.net
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Technical update
A monthly round-up of the latest developments in taxation, audit, codes, standards, 
agreements, guidance, proposals and consultations across Asia Pacific

Malaysia 

Boutique go-ahead
The Securities Commission 
Malaysia has announced 
a liberalisation of its fund 
management industry controls, 
authorising the creation of 
boutique fund management 
companies. Parties with 
niche fund management 
expertise can henceforth be 
licensed as boutique fund 
management companies 
with a paid-up capital of 
RM500,000, compared with 
RM2m for a fully fledged fund 
management licence. Licensed 
boutique fund management 
companies can then manage 
assets up to RM750m with a 
clientele of up to 50 investors.

Licence liberalisation
The Securities Commission 
(SC) Malaysia has broadened 
fund management companies’ 
permitted activities, including 
investment advice to clients. 
Marketing activities by licence 
holders will be liberalised, 
enabling these to be 
undertaken by representatives 
registered with the SC as well 
as licensed representatives. 
The SC has also introduced 
restricted dealing licences for 
offering securities and over-
the-counter bonds via online 
platforms. See bit.ly/sc-licence.

All change for LLPs
The Inland Revenue Board of 
Malaysia has released updated 
rules on the tax treatment of 
limited liability partnerships 
(LLP) – adding guidance on 
who is responsible for keeping 
accounts and documents of 
a partnership or company 
before becoming an LLP. See 
bit.ly/llp-tax.

That’s entertainment
The Inland Revenue Board 
of Malaysia has updated 
guidance on setting 
entertainment costs against 
tax bills, notably by clarifying 
the legal definition of 
‘entertainment’ in accounts 
and what can be 100% or 
50% deducted from tax. See 
bit.ly/tax-ents.

Singapore

Standards enhanced
The Institute of Singapore 
Chartered Accountants has 
issued enhanced auditor 
reporting standards for 
audits of financial statements 
for periods ending on or 
after 15 December 2016. 
Going forward, auditors of 
listed entities will have to 
communicate what they 
regard as ‘key audit matters’ 
within their reports, with 
an explanation of how 
they were addressed in the 
audit. The new guidance 
also clarifies how auditors 
should report assessments 
of whether a company is 
a financially sustainable 
going concern. It also 
includes new guidance on 
communications between 
auditors and company 
officers. The new guidance 
has been approved by 
the city-state’s Accounting 
and Corporate Regulatory 
Authority. More at bit.ly/
isca-audit.

Saving bonds are here
Singapore will launch its 
first Singapore Savings 
Bond on 1 October, issuing 
a new bond every month 
afterwards for at least five 
years. The goal is to offer 

individual investors safe, 
long-term and flexible 
products for savings and 
investments. Bond holders 
must have a bank account 
with participating banks and 
an individual CDP Securities 
account with direct crediting 
service (DCS) enabled. Visit 
bit.ly/sg-bonds.

Panel boosts dialogue
The Monetary Authority 
of Singapore (MAS) has 
announced members of 
a new Financial Centre 
Advisory Panel, made up 
of 26 banking, insurance 
and asset management 
industry leaders. Its goal 
is to boost dialogue and 
partnership between the 
MAS and the city-state’s 
financial industry. The 
panel will provide advice 
to the MAS on asset class 
strategies developing 
priority segments of the 
financial sector. It will also 
advise on cross-sectoral 
strategies, notably harnessing 
technology and generating 
skills to sharpen financial 
sector competitiveness. 
The panel will be chaired 
by MAS managing 
director Ravi Menon. More at 
bit.ly/fcap-mas.

Technology boost
The Monetary Authority 
of Singapore launched 
the FinTech & Innovation 
Group (FTIG) on 1 August. 
The group will promote 
the use of technology 
and innovation to better 
manage risks, enhance 
efficiency and strengthen 
competitiveness in the 
Singapore financial sector. 
More at bit.ly/mas-ftig.

Mainland China

Help for exporters 
Facing plummeting exports, 
the Chinese government 
has introduced 16 policies 
to help export companies 
through current difficult 
times and expand business, 
according to China’s state 
administration of taxation. 
The policies include speeding 
up tax rebate payments and 
promising new tax rebates 
for Chinese e-commerce 
companies selling products 
abroad. China Customs 
shows China’s exports in 
July were 1.19 trillion yuan, 
a drop of 8.9% year on year. 
According to a recent survey 
by China’s state council, 20.1% 
of Chinese cross-border 
e-commerce companies 
complain about time-
consuming, costly customs 
procedures, and 12.9% export 
companies in general are 
unhappy with slow tax rebate 
procedures. Meanwhile, 
China will continue to crack 
down on export rebate 
fraud, a campaign started in 
November 2014.

Fertiliser targeted
Since 1 September, 
China has levied 13% 
VAT for both China-made 
and imported chemical 
fertilisers, according to 
China’s ministry of finance. 
Among imported chemical 
fertilisers, the following 
will be taxed: potassium 
nitrate, potassium chloride 
and potassium; fertilisers with 
nitrogen, phosphorus and 
potassium, and diammonium 
phosphate; and fertilisers 
with phosphorus and 
potassium.
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Hong Kong

Proposals for OTCs
Hong Kong’s Securities 
and Futures Commission 
has released proposed 
amendments to securities 
and futures (financial resources) 
rules on capital and other 
prudential requirements 
for over-the-counter (OTC) 
derivatives trades. This 
includes minimum capital 
requirements for licensed 
corporations dealing in 
OTC derivatives, and capital 
treatment rules for market risks 
of OTC derivatives and other 
proprietary trading positions, 
along with associated 
counterparty credit risks. In 
addition, the commission is 
proposing an internal models 
approach to calculate capital 
requirements for these trades 
that also addresses operational 
risks. It is also proposing new 
OTC derivatives notification 
and reporting requirements. 
A consultation on the 
proposals ends on 16 October. 
More at bit.ly/sfc-otc.

DTA with Japan
A comprehensive avoidance 
of double taxation 
agreement negotiated 
between Hong Kong and 
Japan has now come into force 
(from 6 July). It will have effect 
regarding Hong Kong tax 
assessment years beginning 
on or after 1 April 2016. See 
bit.ly/ japan-dta.

Italy concerns addressed
An agreement between 
Hong Kong and Italy on 
avoiding double taxation 
and preventing tax evasion 
came into force on 10 
August. The deal commits 
both sides to exchanging 
tax information, following 
international standards. The 
Hong Kong government wants 
to address concerns held by 
the Italian government about 
its commitment to enhancing 
tax transparency. It will 
govern Hong Kong taxes for 

assessment years beginning 
on or after 1 April 2016. See 
bit.ly/dta-italy.

Due diligence guidance
The Hong Kong Institute of 
Certified Public Accountants 
has released a guide for 
its members on providing 
assistance to new applicants 
and sponsors of initial stock 

market listings regarding 
their due diligence duties. 
This includes assessing 
and reporting deficiencies 
and outlining directors’ 
responsibilities – see bit.ly/
hkicpa-guide.

Taxes cut
An Inland Revenue 
(Amendment) (No. 2) Bill is 

now in force, reducing salaries 
tax, tax under personal 
assessment and profits tax for 
2014-15 assessments by 75% 
up to HK$20,000 per case, 
while increasing basic and 
additional child allowances. 
More at bit.ly/hk-tax. ■

Keith Nuthall and Wang 
Fangqing, journalists

Shanmugaratnam looks ahead to ASEAN banking co-operation

Singapore’s finance minister and deputy prime minister Tharman Shanmugaratnam 
has hailed the upcoming 31 December launch of the Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations (ASEAN) Economic Community as a boon for financial integration in the region. 
In response to a question in the Singapore parliament in August, he described the 
ASEAN Banking Integration Framework, which enables two or more ASEAN countries to 
mutually liberalise controls, based on their banks’ commercial interests. Banks meeting 
participating ASEAN members’ admission criteria and prudential requirements would 
enjoy greater market access and operational flexibility within participating countries, he 
said. More at bit.ly/asean-abif.

53

10/2015 Accounting and Business

Update | Technical

AP_T_techupdate.indd   53 10/09/2015   15:14

http://bit.ly/sfc-otc
http://bit.ly/japan-dta
http://bit.ly/dta-italy
http://bit.ly/asean-abif
http://bit.ly/hkicpa-guide
http://bit.ly/hk-tax


Overmatter:Take 10 reports
It is now 10 years since IFRS were mandated for EU-listed entities. Recent research by 
Robert Hussey and Audra Ong reveals how annual reports and accounts have changed 

The introduction of new 
International Financial 
Reporting Standards (IFRS) 
and additional financial 
statements has had a 
significant impact on the 
annual report and accounts 
of IFRS reporters. 

We looked at 10 UK plcs’ 
annual reports and accounts 
for 2005 and 2014 and found 
that length had increased by 
an average of over 50 pages, 
with all sections increasing 
in absolute terms (see Table 
1). Growth in the lengths of 
the audit report and financial 
statements is driven by 
regulation. Interestingly, the 
notes to the accounts showed 
an increase of eight pages on 
average but, as a percentage 
of the total document, they 
declined from 34% to 29%.

We also looked at the 
lowest and highest number of 
pages. Table 2 does not show 
the weightings of the various 
sections, as the sections are 
taken from different reports. 
For example, our longest 
annual report of 172 pages in 
2005 did not have the longest 
section on other disclosures. 
However, the 2005 data 
emphasises the wide range 
in the various sections. The 
results for the audit report and 
financial statements are as 
expected, but the difference in 
the length of the notes to the 
accounts is a surprise.

The 2014 data illustrates 
the significant increase in the 
length of the audit report. It 
also confirms the substantial 
increases in the notes and 
other disclosures, both at the 
lowest and highest levels. 

The growth in the ‘other 
disclosures’ is due mainly to 
corporate governance. Under 

the heading of ‘strategic 
review’, in 2014 the average 
was 36 pages; the 2005 data 
is not under a single heading, 
but we would estimate the 
average at around 12.

What’s to come?
The last decade has seen 
significant change, strongly 
influenced by the now aborted 
convergence project with the 
Financial Accounting Standards 
Board. The next decade may 
bring more changes:

* Regulatory changes will 
not slow

The International Accounting 
Standards Board (IASB) has 
a mandate to set accounting 
standards. We anticipate 
a slowing down of IFRS 
amendments as the dust of 
the first decade settles. But 

organisational theory suggests 
that, if the major activity of 
an organisation decreases, it 
will search for other related 
activities to replace it. A 
concentration on disclosures 
and improved notes to the 
accounts is a logical extension.

* Integrated reporting (IR) 
is attracting increasing 
attention

A small but increasing 
number of companies are 
experimenting with IR. In 
2013, the IASB and the 
International Integrated 
Reporting Council (IIRC) 
agreed that the two bodies 
would develop an integrated 
reporting framework, with 
a IIRC’s Breakthrough 
Phase from 2004-16. The 
aim is development and 
early adoption.

* Contextual disclosures 
will increase

The internet was used 
sparingly for corporate 
communications in 2005. 
There is now a vast range 
of information made 
available to investors 
and other stakeholders. 
Although the annual 
report and accounts will 
remain a foundation 
stone, we expect to 
see further increases in 
contextual disclosures. ■

Roger Hussey FCCA is 
emeritus professor at the 
University of the West of 
England and the University 
of Windsor, Canada. 
Audra Ong is associate 
professor at the University 
of Windsor, Canada

Table 1: average number of pages in annual reports

Table 2: lowest/highest number of pages in annual reports

2005 2014

Number

1
4
39
72

116

% of total

1
3
34
62

100

Number

4
5
48
111
168

% of total

2
3
29
66

100

Audit report
Financial statements
Notes to the accounts
Other disclosures
Total

2005 2014

Lowest

 1
3
22
34

Highest 

1
5
67
115

Lowest

3
4
39
89

Highest

6
5
70
153

Audit report
Financial statements
Notes to the accounts
Other disclosures
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Greater expectations
A rapid expansion in the role of accounting in modern China is driving career 
opportunities in the sector just as remarkably, says Professor Wei Minghai

The role that accounting 
plays in the economy and 
society significantly impacts 
career opportunities in the 
sector. In China, especially 
in the early days of reform, 
it was generally accepted 
that accounting had only 
two main functions: to 
record enterprises’ economic 
activities, and to supervise 
them. China’s accounting 
legislation explicitly requires 
accountancy firms and 
professionals to keep the 
books and to exercise 
that supervision. 

In the post-reform period – 
and as the economy opens up 
with the promotion of market 
reform and the transitioning 
of government in China – the 
function of accounting has 
gradually expanded to include 
a responsibility to provide 
information. Accounting 
systems not only need to 
measure the economic 
activities of entities but also to 
convey relevant and credible 
decision-making information 
to a range of stakeholders, 
including investors, 
creditors and managers, as 
well as customers, suppliers, 
regulators and tax authorities. 
Supervision, that other primary 
function of accounting, now 
provides the micro level 
of internal control within 
organisations as well as 
the macro level of national 
administration.

As the role of accounting in 
China has changed, so career 
opportunities in the sector 
have increased remarkably. 
Audit, property assessment, 
tax and management 
consulting have all 
experienced rapid expansion 
over the past decades. 

According to data from China’s 
accounting services industry, 
the accounting services market 
took over CNY50bn in revenue 
in 2013. 

The top 100 certified public 
accountancy (CPA) firms in 
the country accounted for 
61.7% of the whole market. 
The number of CPA firms that 
reported annual earnings 
above CNY100m and 
CNY500m is 44 and 14 
respectively. The number 
of CPA firms that reported 
revenue above CNY1bn 
and CNY2bn is 10 and five 
respectively.   

Compared with the 
dramatic growth of the 
Chinese economy, the role 
of accounting is somewhat 
underplayed and restricted. 
As a result, accounting 
professionals still encounter a 
‘career ceiling’. 

Governance role
China is currently promoting 
its second round of economic 
and social reforms, which 
deepen the first-round 
reforms and implement 
comprehensive governance 
legislation. The key goals of 
the reforms are to transform 
enterprises and bring about 
sustainable development, to 
improve national governance 
systems and modernise 
governance capability, and to 
build a society that is wealthier 
at all levels. In line with these 
goals, the governance role of 
accounting is expanding at a 
micro and a macro level.

Accounting is a remarkable 
mechanism for corporate 
governance, in particular when 
financial information is used to 
make strategic decisions, or to 
design, execute and evaluate 

▼ Driving the future
China’s first homegrown 
electric sports car is designed 
by CH-Auto Technology. 

▲ Rise of the enterprise
The 234-metre CCTV Tower 
hovers above Beijing’s busy 
Central Business District. 
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management’s incentive 
mechanisms, or to enhance 
internal controls and reduce 
opportunistic  and fraudulent 
management behaviour 
such as insider dealing. 
Financial information can also 
increase resource allocation 
effi ciency and offer protection 
for investors. 

Accounting also plays 
a national governance 

role. This takes place when 
fi nancial information is used 
in policy-making, public 
resource allocation, and 
budget design and execution. 
Financial information is also 
an important public resource 
that citizens and communities 
can make use of in ordering 
society and beefi ng up the 
supervision of government 
and enterprises. Financial 

information is 
an important 
element in building 
a fair, just and 
transparent society 
in China’s new era.

Professional 
plus 
This expanded 
governance role 
not only shows 
that accounting 
is playing an 
increasingly 
important role in 

the Chinese economy, but 
also implies rapid expansion 
in the audit, accounting, tax 
and management consulting 
services market, helping 
enterprises, public bodies, 
government and civil societies 
to achieve their economic and 
social goals. 

The market expansion 
will usher in more and more 
valuable career opportunities 
in the accountancy sector. As 
the demand for accounting 
services rises rapidly, so 
the customer base will 
spread from enterprises to 
government and civil society. 

According to data 
from China’s accounting 
services industry, the market 
capitalisation of accountancy 
fi rms is forecast to rise by more 
than 35% year-on-year over 
the next decade. 

What’s more, the demand 
for expert and value-added 
accounting is expanding its 

The market 
capitalisation of 

accountancy 
firms is forecast to 
rise by more than 
35% year-on-year 

over the 
next decade

share of the total market, and 
could even hit 40% by the 
next decade. 

Finally, as ever more 
government departments, 
enterprises and civil societies 
look to hire executives with 
an accounting background, 
the glass ceilings that 
currently exist for accounting 
professionals could be 
smashed one by one. 

As accounting roles expand 
and those glass ceilings break, 
more and more windows of 
opportunity for accounting 
professionals will be opened. ■

Professor Wei Minghai is 
vice president of Sun Yat-sen 
University in Guangzhou, China. 
He has published over 100 
research papers on accounting, 
corporate fi nance and corporate 
governance, as well as 11 
books, including Accounting 
Theory, a textbook for Chinese 
accountancy students

▲ Scent of success
The Christian Dior store 
inside the International 
Finance Center mall in 
Shanghai
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Head in the cloud
Have you ever wondered if you’re making the most of cloud computing? Rich Preece 
looks at how it is transforming our lives and businesses and what it means for accountants

When business software fi rst appeared, 
it was sold as a product – a set of disks 
and a paper-based user manual – that 
you installed on your computer and 
proceeded to use to create and store 
fi les on that same machine. Modern 
cloud-based computing, on the other 
hand, refers to software and documents 
that are held on the servers of a third 
party (typically the developer that 
created the software), which you 
access via the internet. 

Simply put, cloud computing means 
storing and accessing data and programs 

over the internet. This allows you to 
access your data, information, programs 
and services, at any time, from anywhere 
– all you need is an internet connection 
and a device (a computer, a laptop, a 
tablet or a smartphone) to connect with. 
Previously you would have saved your fi les 
and programs onto your computer’s hard 
drive, so they were physically held by that 
particular device; with the cloud, it’s all 
stored online.

Most of us use the cloud every day. We 
run our lives on it, buying goods through 
Amazon, sending emails via Gmail, 

Hotmail and Yahoo, using social media 
platforms such as Facebook and Twitter, 
listening to music on Spotify and sharing 
fi les via DropBox.

In business
The cloud lets you access content from 
any device. It’s often just a matter of 
opening up a web browser on your laptop 
and logging into a site or downloading 
the app version to your phone or tablet.

Businesses and consumers tend to 
use cloud applications differently. Some 
smaller businesses use consumer apps, 
but many take a software-as-a-service 
(SaaS) approach: they subscribe to an 
application designed to solve a business 
need (Intuit QuickBooks and Microsoft 
Offi ce’s Web Applications are examples). 

Some go down the platform-as-a-
service (PaaS) route, creating their own 
bespoke cloud-based applications for use 
by everyone within the organisation. 

There is also infrastructure as a service 
(IaaS), where the likes of Rackspace and 
Google provide an infrastructure that can 
be rented by other companies. Pinterest, 
AirBnB and Netfl ix all run their services 
from the Amazon Web Services cloud. 

The cloud market is enormous. Market 
analyst IDC predicts that cloud spending 
will exceed $32bn globally by the end of 
this year. In the UK, 84% of businesses 
have already adopted a cloud solution, 
and four out of fi ve adopters use multiple 
cloud applications.

Business benefits 
The over-arching benefi t of the cloud is 
that it helps employees in all sectors work 
effi ciently and collaboratively wherever 
they are. Most cloud products use 
intuitive, simple interfaces that require 
minimal training to understand. 

Let’s look at the benefi ts in more detail: 

* Working on the move. Employees 
are no longer confined to their desks. 
Because you can log into the cloud 
with a mobile device, you can work on 
the train or from a café. In fact, all core 
back-office business functions can be 
carried out in the cloud. 

The cloud 
underpins a move 
towards strategic 
partnering – the 
accountant can 

act as a virtual FD 
for clients
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Key facts

* Cloud computing refers to storing and accessing data 
and programs over the internet.

* Most of us use the cloud every day: emailing with Gmail, 
interacting on Facebook, listening to music on Spotify, 
or sharing fi les via DropBox.

* The cloud can improve effi ciency, security and backup, reduce capital 
expense and ease implementation and scaling of software across a business.

* Cloud accounting software can free up accountants’ time, simplify 
administration, help build better relationships with customers, and enable a 
focus on higher value services.

* Users don’t own the software, they rent it.

* Better security and backup. Lost 
laptops and leaked data can have 
serious implications for the offending 
business or individual. But with cloud 
applications, data and confidential 
information can be securely protected 
through complex encryption 
algorithms – a mathematical lock and 
key. Should there be an equipment 
failure, or a flood or fire, your data is 
safe when it is stored in the cloud.

* No upfront costs. Buying hardware 
and servers and upgrading business 
processes entail huge upfront 
investment. A traditional system means 
planning and paying for maximum 
possible usage. But with cloud tools, 
you are subscribing to a pay-as-you-
go service. You typically pay a fixed 
monthly fee; some services even allow 
you to pay only for what you use. 

* Fast implementation. Implementing 
or upgrading systems and software 
across an organisation can be a time-
consuming task, but with the cloud, 
you typically just sign up online and 
start using it. A lot of cloud software 
works on an ‘ecosystem’ principle: 
you subscribe to a cloud platform and 
switch on only the parts of the platform 
you and your business need, speeding 
up implementation.

* Instant scalability. If a business 
goes through significant fluctuation 
in activity or workflow, traditional 
processes can struggle to cope 
as demand increases, or become 
unnecessarily expensive and wasteful 
when it drops. The online and flexible 
nature of cloud applications means 
you can scale up and down at will and 
pay only for what you need.

Cloud for accountants
Cloud-based accounting software 
transforms the way accountants can work 
with their clients. There’s no need to sift 
through client receipts and manually enter 
them into a desktop-based accounting 
platform. Receipts can simply be scanned 
in from any device by you or your client, 
uploaded to the cloud, synchronised with 
associated documents across that client’s 
profi le, and updated – all in seconds. 
Tasks like updating bank numbers and 
reconciliation can also be automated.

Intuitive cloud software also makes 
cleaning up and fi xing errors obsolete. 
Inbuilt parameters will not allow you or 
your clients to progress with a task until 
details have been completed accurately. 

Inconsistencies with 
other associated forms 
can be fl agged, and 
notifi cations sent to 
remind clients that a 
particular task needs 
doing, whether on a 
regular monthly basis or 
as a one-off.

Cloud accounting 
can also enhance the 
accountant-client 
relationship. Unlike traditional accounting, 
where the fi nancial data is generated once 
a month or even once a year, the cloud 
gives real-time access to all this information 
and can be constantly kept up to date with 
clients’ fi nances and cashfl ow position. You 
can log in at any time and have complete, 
real-time visibility of your client’s processes 
and make sure they are, for example, 
labelling transactions correctly.

 
Blue skies beyond
The cloud can have a transformational 
impact on a practice. Cloud-based 
accounting software lets you serve your 
clients better and even apply its tools 
to your own business. This can give you 
faster and deeper insights into ways 
to improve and grow your practice – 
everything from offering new services and 
capabilities to simply being more effi cient.

These changes 
represent a major 
evolution in managing 
the books, and practices 
are set to reap the 
rewards through greater 
effi ciency, a wider skillset 
and a deeper role in 
their clients’ businesses. 
This in turn will drive up 
the value of what you 
offer, resulting in higher 

profi ts, higher gross recurring fees and 
more capital value.

More broadly, cloud is enabling the 
industry focus to change from a purely 
compliance-based service to strategic 
partnering – the accountant can act as a 
virtual FD for clients. Using the greater 
insights and other benefi ts that cloud 
accounting provides, accountants can 
offer more premium services and adapt 
the role that they play with their clients.

There is no mystery to the cloud – it’s 
just an effi cient tech-enabled way of 
working that lets businesses, including 
accountants, totally change the way they 
offer their services. And once understood, 
it can be a powerful tool for moving 
businesses forward in any sector. ■

Rich Preece, UK VP and managing 
director, Intuit

Sticky software
A recent survey by Digita, the tax and accounting arm of Thomson Reuters, 
reported that 63% of accountancy fi rms had not changed their software provider 
in the last fi ve years. Barriers to change were identifi ed as:

* employee familiarity with the existing solution (50%)

* concerns about data migration (41%)

* training involved in learning a new system (40%)

* preference for sticking with the ‘devil they know’ (30%).

Expert view

Watch the video 
on the challenges and 
opportunities that new 
technology offers the 
profession at www.
accaglobal.com/ab/
videos
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High bidder
As finance director of Christie’s Decorative Arts division, Chris Forrest FCCA  
works hard to get the very best result for the sellers, and for the auction house

Here’s a challenge for 
you. Imagine you work in 
a business that has a high 
proportion of fixed costs. 
Your sales capacity is almost 
entirely determined by your 
ability to source and sell 
works of art. And you have 
to price them appropriately; 
get it wrong and you might 
not sell at all.

Welcome to the world of 
the auction business and of 
Chris Forrest, finance director 
for the Decorative Arts group 
of the legendary auction 
house Christie’s.

Forrest reels off the 
portfolio of products that fall 
within his very diverse group: 
furniture and decorative 
objects, porcelain, sculpture, 
rugs and carpets, clocks, 
portrait miniatures, silver 
and gold boxes, even suits 
of armour and musical 
instruments. Sculpture is his 
personal favourite.

Typical selling prices aren’t 
in the headline-grabbing 
range – they average perhaps 
around £10,000 per lot – but 
every now and then there’s a 
real treat. ‘The highest price 
we have achieved to date in 
Decorative Arts was in 2004,’ 

Forrest recalls. ‘It was £19m 
for the magnificent Badminton 
Cabinet. Most recently, in 
December last year, we 
achieved the world auction 
record for any early European 
sculpture when we sold a 
mythological bronze figure 
supporting a globe, by the 
Dutch artist Adriaen de Vries, 
for £17.8m.’

That figure includes the 
buyer’s premium of around 
12%, but it’s not the sort of 
thing you can plan for in 
a budget. ‘Things like the 
Badminton Cabinet are very 
few and far between. You might 
get a piece like that only once 
in a generation, providing the 
market with a once-in-a-lifetime 
opportunity,’ he says.

Revenue source
The buyer’s premium is the 
main source of revenue for 
the division, although the 
less valuable objects that 
flow through to one of the 
many themed auctions that 
Decorative Arts holds every 
year in London, Paris and 
New York more typically incur 
a buyer’s premium of 25%. 
In London, for lots worth 
between £50,000 and £1m, the 

rate is 20%, and 
above that it’s 12%. 

Sometimes, 
Christie’s can 
also negotiate 
a commission 
from the seller, 
although much will 
depend on whether 
rival auction houses 
are equally keen 
to get their hands 
on the ‘property’, 
as the items 
for auction are 
often called.

One of Forrest’s roles, 
therefore, is to work with the 
team ‘to make the right sort of 
commercial decisions in order 
to extract the maximum value 
for the seller’, he says. 

Setting estimates
The extensive specialist 
expertise in setting the 
right estimate is key, and 
Forrest works closely with the 
specialists. ‘The aim is always 
to do well for the seller, but 
a lot won’t sell at all if the 
bidding doesn’t reach a reserve 
price that’s ‘too punchy’, 
Forrest says. ‘That’s the worst 
possible outcome, particularly 
with a fixed-cost base.’ As he 
puts it, ‘There’s a high degree 
of operating leverage with 
Christie’s, so once we cover 
our fixed costs, any revenue we 
generate thereafter just falls 
straight to the bottom line. So 
if a sale goes well, it can make 
a big difference.’

Making sure that this 
happens involves a lot of 
analysis, looking back at 
the ‘sell-through’ rates (the 
number of lots sold versus 
those offered), understanding 
which price points fared well, 
selling prices versus pre-sale 
estimates and so on. 

Within Decorative Arts 
alone, there are around 100 
auctions a year, each with its 
own P&L. While that’s a lot of 
volume when compared with 
the 450 auctions or so across 
the whole Christie’s group,  
the price points are 
considerably lower than 
for, say, Impressionist and 
Modern art or Post-war and 
Contemporary art, so Forrest’s 
group handles sales worth 
some £180m a year, whereas 
the company overall handles 
sales worth more than £5bn. 

Tech savvy
To extract more value, 
therefore, Forrest is playing a 
significant role in evaluating 
how 21st-century technology 
can be utilised in his business 
group. Online-only auctions 
are already being used by 
many other departments. 
They’re typically open 
for two weeks, increasing 
the timeframe in which 
interested collectors can 
potentially participate.

Also being looked at is 
extending the idea currently 
deployed by Christie’s online 
handbag and watch ‘shops’, 
where prices are fixed but 
the product is potentially 

2013 
Promoted to finance director, 
Decorative Arts, Christie’s

2005
Joins Christie’s as a financial analyst

2002
Joins start-up weightwatchers.co.uk as a financial analyst

1996
Joins Avis Rent a Car, rising to financial analyst

‘There’s a high 
degree of operating 

leverage, so once 
we cover our fixed 
costs, any revenue 
we generate then 

falls straight to the 
bottom line’
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online for sale for longer and 
there is also the option to buy 
something immediately. 

Such e-commerce offerings 
are top of Forrest’s agenda: 
‘It’s [about] how we define 
our client proposition to 
make it more appealing to 
buyers and how we use 21st-

century techniques so we 
remain relevant in the market, 
meeting and anticipating the 
needs of our buyers,’ he says. 
‘It can be a more efficient 
business model as well. The 
costs associated with bringing 
something to auction can 
be higher, perhaps, than 

having an online offering. 
It’s all part of the broader 
strategic considerations for 
my business group.’

That may sound like a 
major cultural change for an 
auction house that celebrates 
its 250th anniversary in 2016 
– but the culture of Christie’s 
has already changed ‘beyond 
recognition’ in the 10 years 
since Forrest joined. ‘There’s 
a lot more accountability for 
profit targets now than there 
ever has been,’ he says.

Vital role
‘When I first joined it was 
a lot more focused on the 
“sold” total and market share 
and things like that.’ So the 
finance partner role that 

Forrest plays is vital. ‘It gives 
you an opportunity to embed 
yourself within the business 
and try to make a difference 
with commercially reasoned 
analysis and provide guidance 
on the way forward.’

Being part of the 
management team is, he says, 
the best part of the job, but 
he adds: ‘Sometimes I love 
just attending an auction and 
seeing what it’s all about down 
there. It’s very exciting to be 
in the auction room on one 
of the major evening sales 
when it’s a packed room – 
and the hammer drops on a 
remarkable work of art for a 
seven-digit number.’ ■

Andy Sawers, journalist

Tips

* ‘Adapt your own personal 
communication style to your 
audience. You can present exactly 
the same financial information, 
but do it in a very different way.’

* ‘Financial information can be a bit 
dry so sometimes presenting with 
a smile on your face can make so much difference. 
Drop in the odd joke.’
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Opportunities to share
ACCA hosts forums on the development of shared service centres in southern China; 
ACCA Hong Kong gets to grips with talent management at its latest CFO Club luncheon

Steven Yang, Deloitte China 
Consulting’s associate director, 
summarised the key findings 
of the research, while vice 
presidents, CEOs and directors 
from McDonald APMEA 
(Asia Pacific, Middle East and 
Africa) SSC, ZTE Technology’s 
cloud centre, Lenovo SSC and 
Publicis Groupe, shared their 
experiences and insights on 
SSC development.

The two gatherings were 
well attended, with over 200 
participants – all at finance 
director level or above – 
including some who had 
travelled from cities as far away 
as Changsha and Foshan. 

Hong Kong

CFO Club luncheon
As the business environment 

Guangzhou

South China SSC forums
To coincide with the release of 
the latest research and insights 
report, Future challenges 
facing the shared services 
centre in China and greater 
Asia Pacific, ACCA Southern 
China organised two shared 
services centre (SSC) forums 
in the region. The events 

took place in Shenzhen and 
Guangzhou on 24 and 25 
August 2015 respectively.

Irene Wang, a member of 
the ACCA China Professional 
Expert Forum, and Sophie 
Yuan, head of ACCA Southern 
China, served as hosts at 
the forums, while Yuki Qian, 
ACCA head of policy for 
China, led the associated 
panel discussions. 

◄ Time to share
Steven Yang, associate 
director of Deloitte 
China Consulting, 
shared key findings of 
the research into SSCs 
in southern China

▼ Open exchange
Below left: Chen 
Dongsheng, general 
manager, finance cloud 
centre, ZTE Technology, 
offered insights on SSC 
development; Below 
right: senior finance 
professionals shared 
their experiences in the 
panel discussion
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becomes ever more 
complicated, the importance 
of human capital in generating 
business value and achieving 
growth is gaining increasing 
recognition. At ACCA Hong 
Kong’s CFO Club luncheon, 
held on 27 August, Wilfred 
Wong, a veteran in the HR 
field who previously held 
senior HR positions at Cathay 
Pacific Airways and DFS 

Group, spoke about talent 
management. Around 40 
CFOs from multinationals and 
local conglomerates across 
different industries, such as 
IBM, DHL Express, Hutchison 
Whampoa, Sun Hung Kai, 
Herbalife and many more, 
attended the event.

In her opening remarks, 
Jane Cheng, head of ACCA 
Hong Kong, asserted that 

talent management is a 
combination of philosophy, 
psychology and social science 
– a message that resonated 
with many of the CFOs in 
attendance.  

Wong then shared practical 
tips with guests on the role 
business leaders can play in 
managing talents to align with 
their company’s goals and 
core values. He laid particular 

emphasis on the importance 
of creating a sustainable 
talent pipeline.

This was the fourth 
luncheon ACCA Hong Kong 
has organised for its CFO 
Club members. It intends to 
continue to schedule similar 
events on relevant topics in 
future to foster relationships 
with leading executives in 
the region. ■

► Better together
Jane Cheng, head of 
ACCA Hong Kong, 
stressed the importance 
of diversity in her 
opening remarks

◄ Forging links
Participants gathered 
at the fourth ACCA 
Hong Kong CFO Club 
luncheon to network and 
debate topical issues 

Around 40 
CFOs from 

multinationals 
and local 

conglomerates 
across different 

industries 
attended the lunch

63News | ACCA

10/2015 Accounting and Business

CN_A_news.indd   63 09/09/2015   17:13



Overmatter:

Additional pictures for carousel:

The all-round professional
ACCA is helping the new generation of accountants and finance professionals to 
become multi-disciplined business partners ready for any challenge, says Arthur Lee

I embrace ACCA’s ‘Think 
Ahead’ spirit and believe 
that the profession will be 
increasingly multi-disciplined. 
Today’s younger generation 
is energetic, IT-savvy and 
has vision. They will not just 
be accountants or finance 
professionals. Rather, 
many will excel as business 
partners working shoulder-
to-shoulder with the top 
managers of their respective 
organisations to navigate the 
increasingly volatile business 
landscape and achieve 
outstanding performance. 

Accounting professionals 
are now expected to contribute 
original and innovative ideas 
and solutions in areas beyond 
accounting. To fulfil the role 
of a multi-disciplined business 
partner, young finance 
professionals need diversity in 
their experience, specialised 
knowledge and skills.

I believe I have 

demonstrated that accountants 
have the capability in excelling 
in varied positions and 
fields. With an information 
engineering degree, I joined a 
CPA firm and began studying 
for the ACCA Qualification. 
I’ve worked for different 
businesses in the commercial 
sector, from multinational 
corporations to local, blue-
chip listed companies. Now 
I am a company 
secretary, assistant 
president and 
general manager 
for investor 
relations at an 
energy enterprise. I 
have been involved 
in different aspects 
of an enterprise’s 
operation, 
from auditing, 
commercial 
accounting, 
strategic 
development and 

planning, to company listing.
One of my goals as ACCA 

Hong Kong chairman is to 
put more effort into nurturing 
our young members to 
help accelerate their career 
development as all-round 
professionals. For instance, 
100 high-calibre members 
have been invited to join the 
Young Members League. 
They receive special coaching 
and unique networking 
opportunities and, in line with 
the ‘Think Ahead’ concept, 
enjoy diverse insights and 
essential exposure.

In addition, I will continue 
with the series of successful 
events aimed to equip our 
members with the vital 
diversity in professional 
knowledge and upgraded 
skills required by business 
partners. The ACCA CFO 
Club helps to catalyse the 
idea exchange among senior 
finance executives. Through 
the club’s wide-ranging 
activities, members learn 
from one another and receive 
diverse unique insights from 
professionals in different 
fields. Meanwhile, our annual 
conference and tax conference 
help professionals identify 

Young finance 
professionals 

need diversity in 
their experience, 

specialised 
knowledge 

and skills

important future trends and 
challenges. They are inspired 
to develop the right tools 
and skills to take on future 
challenges and capitalise on 
upcoming trends.

I also encourage students 
to take part in our business 
competition. This gives 
them the vital exposure 
opportunities to hone their 
skills in public speaking, 
presentation and business 
strategy development, 
which provide the essential 
foundation for all-round 
professionals. In addition, 
for mainland China business 
students studying in Hong 
Kong, we organise the 
ambassador programme to 
help them get to know the 
various aspects of life in the 
local community.  

ACCA Hong Kong’s 
Community Day serves society 
on multiple levels. Through 
this annual event we fulfil our 
social responsibility by raising 
funds for a selected group of 
charitable organisations. We 
also provide a day of fun and 
joy for members, their friends 
and families and the public.

As for the many ACCA 
Hong Kong members working 
in mainland China, I want to 
encourage them to take part 
in more activities organised 
by local ACCA chapters to 
enhance their connections. 

I also encourage members 
to leverage ACCA’s global 
connections and build 
contacts with their overseas 
counterparts. I aim to cultivate 
our members’ global-
mindedness by making use 
of our global platform to 
enrich their professional 
knowledge and further 
upgrade their skills. ■

Arthur Lee 
is chairman 

of ACCA 
Hong Kong
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Celebrating 50 years of CAWS
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Celebrating 50 years
This year is the 50th anniversary of the Certified Accountants Women’s Society, set up by 
female ACCA members to support each other and encourage women into the profession

The Certified Accountants 
Women’s Society (CAWS) 
was established 50 years 
ago this year, at a meeting in 
Bedford Square, London. 

At that time the proportion 
of women members was no 
more than 3% out of a total 
UK and overseas membership 
of 11,000. 

Among those early 
members were Anona Gibbs, 
Muriel Temkin, Winifred 
Rowlands, Joyce Gold, Joan 
Denly and Ruth Mainland. 
But the driving force behind 
CAWS was Vera di Palma, who 
later became the first female 
ACCA council member and 
then president. She was also 

awarded the Order of the 
British Empire. Di Palma died 
aged 83 earlier this year. 

Commenting on the 
society in a past interview, 
she said: ‘Back then there 
still weren’t many women 
in the profession, and girls 
weren’t encouraged to 
consider it at school, so it 
was helpful to have a group 
through which female ACCA 
members could support 
each other and encourage 
the next generation of 
female accountants.’

One of the society’s 
objectives was to provide 
opportunities for women 
members to meet their peers 

for professional and social 
purposes and a medium for 
them to express their views.

‘How far-sighted was that 
group back in 1965 in creating 
CAWS?’, said former ACCA 
president Gill Ball. ‘Without 
a doubt it was the genesis 
for successful careers in the 
accountancy profession for 
many women. Moyra Kedslie 
and I have followed since, 
and Alexandra Chin takes 
office this month – all of us 
elected without any of the 
prejudices of those early 
days. The gender mix of the 
profession is now far more 
balanced and we have CAWS, 
the ambition of Vera di Palma 

and ACCA to thank most 
heartily for that.’

ACCA’s new president 
Alexandra Chin also praised 
the groundwork laid down 
by CAWS: ‘I think Vera 
and her colleagues were 
well ahead of their time in 
establishing this network. 
Vera understood the need 
for role models and mentors 
to encourage women to 
become accountants. She 
was also ahead of her time in 
the belief that the profession 
needs to visit schools and 
talk about accountancy as a 
career. I see this advocacy as 
being just as important now 
as it was 50 years ago.’ ■
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Confidence drops
The global economy is facing volatility and major readjustments, 
according to the latest global survey of finance professionals

The second quarter of 
2015 saw an abortive 
rise in oil prices, several 
expected and unexpected 
rate cuts by central banks, 
a rebound in Western 
consumer sentiment and a 
stock market crash in China. 
These events led to business 
confidence levelling off in 
the second quarter of 2015 
following six months of 
improvement, according to 
the latest Global Economic 
Conditions Survey by 
ACCA and IMA (Institute of 
Management Accountants).

The slowing in confidence 
can be traced to the world’s 
largest economies; many 
businesses in the US were 
affected by severe winter 
storms, port disruptions and 
a strong dollar, while those 
in China faced a cooling 
economy in the first quarter 
and over-heating stock 
markets in the second.  

Of these factors, China’s 
economic slowdown and 
accompanying shift from 
investment to consumption-
driven growth will have the 
greatest long-term impact 
on global trade patterns, 
hitting the world’s major 
commodity exporters 
particularly hard.

Nearly half of those 
surveyed expected to see 
government spending increase 
over the next five years; 35% 
expected a decrease. The 
survey also shows that firms 
remain quick to cut staff 
when faced with uncertainty. 
In the past quarter, 41% of 
businesses have cut staff or 
ceased recruitment – nearly 
twice the number that have 
increased levels over the 
same period. 

Inside ACCA

65 Women in finance
The early pioneers 

64 Arthur Lee
Accountants as business 
partners 

62 News
ACCA Hong Kong hosts 
CFO luncheon

22 President
A look at the year ahead

ACCA member 
benefits
Employability
Membership improves 
earning power and job 
prospects on a global 
scale.

Influence and 
representation
Members play key 
roles in representing 
and developing the 
profession, backed by 
cutting-edge research.

Knowledge and 
connections
Keep up to date with 
our publications and 
social media feeds. Our 
events let you network 
with a large peer group.

Personal development
CPD, training and career 
progression support.

ACCA Careers
Our careers portal gives 
guidance and lists job 
vacancies worldwide.

Customer care
Fast and efficient 
support around the 
clock, by phone, email 
and webchat.

Go to www.accaglobal.
com/memberbenefits

The major global concern 
was a rise in costs, with 46% 
of respondents worried about 
the impact, while foreign 
exchange movements were 
cited as a problem by around 
a third of larger businesses 
that have crossborder 
supply chains.

But there was significant 
regional variation in the 
relationship between 
confidence in the economic 
outlook and willingness to 
take on new staff. In North 
America, the number of 
firms creating new jobs 
was actually greater than 
those expressing more 
confidence in the economy. 
But in South Asia and Africa, 
by contrast, relatively high 
confidence had yet to 
translate into new investments 

in people. This may reflect 
a degree of uncertainty 
about the sustainability of 
business growth in regions 
that still face numerous 
internal challenges and 
external vulnerabilities.

Faye Chua, ACCA’s head of 
business insights, said: ‘Since 
the global financial crisis of 
2008, China has been viewed 
as the engine of the world’s 
economy. Yet with more sturdy 
fundamentals re-emerging in 
the US and Western Europe, 
the role of Western consumers 
in driving demand is coming 
back to the fore.’ ■

◄ China crisis
China’s economic 
slowdown will have 
a major long-term 
impact on global 
trading conditions
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