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Accounting 
and Business
The leading monthly magazine for 
fi nance professionals, available in 
six different versions: China, Ireland, 
International, Malaysia, Singapore 
and UK.

There are different ways to read AB. 
Find out more at
accaglobal.com/ab

Also from ACCA

AB Direct
Sign up for our weekly news and 
technical bulletin at 
accaglobal.com/ab

Accountancy Futures
View our twice-yearly research and 
insights journal at 
accaglobal.com/futuresjournal

Student Accountant
Access the magazine for 
ACCA Qualifi cation and 
Foundation-level students at 
accaglobal.com/
studentaccountant

Member benefits
To learn more about the 
benefits of ACCA membership, 
visit accaglobal.com/
memberbenefi ts 

ACCA Careers
Search thousands of vacancies 
and sign up for customised 
job alerts at our jobs site 
accacareers.com

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 
offi ces and active centres.  
accaglobal.com 

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 
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
Look for links in the magazine or 
go to accaglobal.com/ab

Webinars
On a raft of topical issues

New year, new you

Seeing in a new year is 
often a time to pause and 
refl ect. There are empty daily 
planners to fi ll with plans 
to get fi t/eat well/take up a 

new hobby/spend more time with the children; the list could 
go on! It’s also a time to think about our professional lives: are 
we fulfi lling our ambitions and are our skills being utilised?  

In this issue, we look at how taking up a non-executive 
director post can be a rewarding opportunity to support and 
advise a wide range of companies, including start-ups (page 16). 
Finance professionals bring independent, strategic thinking to 
the board along with a balanced view to the C-suite. 

On page 20, we offer some advice on how to respond to that 
often-baffl ing question: ‘where do you see yourself in fi ve/10/20 
years?’ A long-term career development plan can be diffi cult to 
accomplish so read our tips on creating a roadmap to success.

The growth in corporate treasury centres (CTCs) in Asia 
has pitted Singapore against Hong Kong in the race to be the 
preferred destination of choice for multinational corporations. 
Establishing a CTC is a way for companies to centralise low-cost, 

routine processing activities, so tax-friendly policies and a robust 
business environment are what makes a location attractive. You 
can read more on page 27.

China’s recent decision to impose restrictions on outbound 
investment may curb merger and acquisition activity in the 
mainland, but the trend in Asia for making foreign purchases 
sees little sign of abating if last year’s spike in deals is anything 
to go by. On page 31, we fi nd out how the Big Four accountancy 
practices have expanded their transaction advisory services 
teams to respond to demand. 

In our interview this month, we speak with Mei Sim Lai OBE. 
Malaysian-born Lai moved to the UK to study and has remained 
ever since, setting up her boutique practice and championing 
the achievements of Chinese women worldwide (page 12). Her 
passion for helping others has, she says, given her a busy and 
interesting life.

Finally, for the fi lm buffs among you, do read Errol Oh’s wry 
column on Hollywood’s attempt to bring accountancy – and a 
gun-toting accountant – to the big screen (page 23).

Colette Steckel, Asia editor, colette.steckel@accaglobal.com

Welcome
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▲ Metal guru
China is set to become 
the world’s largest 
market for robo-
advisers, providing 
automated, algorithm-
based financial portfolio 
advice via the internet

▲ Wall treat
US actor Matt Damon 
attends the Beijing 
premiere of The Great 
Wall, directed by Zhang 
Yimou and one of the 
most expensive films 
ever to be shot in China

► Striking out
HKEX chairman CK 
Chow (left) and Hong 
Kong’s chief executive 
Leung Chun-ying 
mark the launch of the 
Shenzhen-Hong Kong 
Stock Connect 

▲ Sour note 
India’s small service 
businesses have suffered 
job losses since Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi 
announced the scrapping 
of 86% of banknotes 
last November
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▼ Golden deal
US fast-food giant 
McDonald’s is to sell 
an 80% stake in its 
China and Hong Kong 
business to Citic and 
The Carlyle Group for 
over US$2bn

▼ Staying put
Luxury carmaker Rolls-
Royce Motor plans 
to remain in the UK, 
despite warning of the 
consequences of the 
country leaving the 
European Union

▼ Big bird
US President Donald 
Trump was reimagined 
in avian form to help 
usher in the brand-new 
Year of the Rooster 
in Taiyuan in China’s 
Shanxi province 
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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

On top for IPOs
Hong Kong topped the global 
initial public offering (IPO) 
rankings for 2016, followed 
by Shanghai and New York. 
Uncertainties such as the slow 
global economic recovery, 
Brexit, the US presidential 
election and rising interest 
rates led to a less-than-
ideal worldwide fundraising 
climate, PwC reports. 
However, the outperformance 
of the Hong Kong IPO market 
showed the robust position 
of the city’s fi nancial markets 

and its status as a fundraising 
platform of choice in Asia. 
PwC says it is optimistic about 
Hong Kong’s IPO market in 
2017 and expects the total 
fundraising amount to reach 
HK$220bn in order to stay 
among the top three globally. 

Change agents 
China is being hailed as a 
champion of global climate 
change efforts for its 
nationwide carbon trading 
scheme, scheduled to begin 
this year. China’s scheme could 

be the world’s biggest – more 
than twice the size of current 
frontrunner, the European 
Union’s Emissions Trading 
System. The implementation of 
a nationwide carbon market is 
key to Beijing’s overall plan to 
reach peak emissions by 2030 
and thereafter radically reduce 
output of greenhouse gases. 

Brexit reality bites
Some 54% of European 
businesses see the UK’s vote 
to leave the EU as a threat 
to the European business 

community, according to 
research conducted for RSM 
by the European Business 
Awards. Of almost 700 
business leaders asked 
their views on Brexit, 41% 
believed the UK was now a 
less attractive investment 
destination, while only 39% 
saw it as an opportunity. 
Further, 25% of respondents 
who intended to invest in the 
UK reported that the decision 
is now under review, with 
9% saying they have been 
approached by organisations 
looking to attract investment 
into other EU states following 
the UK’s decision to leave.

Connect extends
Shenzhen-Hong Kong Stock 
Connect (Shenzhen Connect) 
launched in early December, 
opening up a second 
mainland stock market for 
international and Hong Kong 
investors. This follows the 
pilot Shanghai-Hong Kong 
Stock Connect programme 
launched in 2014. Hong Kong 
Exchanges and Clearing chief 
executive Charles Li said 
that by broadening mutual 
market access, overseas 
investors can make use of 
Hong Kong as a convenient 
access point to mainland 
China, while mainland 
investors can use Hong 
Kong to diversify their assets 
offshore. ‘By playing this dual 
role, Hong Kong will grow as 
a wealth management centre 
alongside our traditional role 
as a global capital formation 
centre,’ he said. 

Well overdue
Three in fi ve senior collections 
managers from banks, 
telecoms and utilities fi rms 

Gold standard

Singapore Exchange (SGX) 
has issued the world’s 
fi rst sharia-compliant 
gold futures contract. 
According to William 
Chin, head of metals 
and bulk commodities 
at SGX, the ground-
breaking endorsement by 
renowned Islamic scholars 
of the Singapore Kilobar 
Gold Contract unlocks a 
new investment and risk 
management option for 
the rapidly growing Islamic 
fi nance industry, estimated 
to hold about S$2 trillion in 
assets. ‘It also strengthens 
Singapore’s position as 
an international centre for 
Islamic fi nance and builds 
on our vision to develop a global trading hub for gold,’ Chin added. Natalie Dempster, 
managing director of central banks and public policy at the World Gold Council, expects a 
considerable increase in demand for gold in South-East Asia as a result. 

Albert Cheng, CEO of the Singapore Bullion Market Association, said that the sharia-
compliant contract would be attractive to new customers in the region, particularly those 
from Indonesia and Malaysia. ‘This development will also drive innovation in Islamic 
investment products,’ he said.

The Singapore Kilobar Gold Contract seeks to serve as a transparent and centralised 
Asian price-discovery platform for the gold market. Globally, around 60% of the precious 
metal is traded in Asia.
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across Asia Pacifi c have 
revealed that consumers in 
the region have taken longer 
to pay their bills in the past 
year, according to research by 
software analytics company 
FICO. The 60-days-past-due 
segment has seen the highest 
growth according to 41% of 
respondents, while 72% of 
collections managers have 
also registered an increase 
in the number of fi rst-time 
renegers. ‘These fi gures show 
the need for businesses to 
react to dynamic changes in 
consumer behaviour across 
the Asia-Pacifi c region,’ said 
Dan McConaghy, president of 
FICO Asia-Pacifi c. 

Food fight
PwC has collaborated on a 
Chinese-language tool that 
helps companies to assess 
their food fraud vulnerabilities 
and develop mitigation plans. 
The free self-assessment tool 
was developed with global 
not-for-profi t organisation 
SSAFE. Industry experts 
estimate that the global food 
industry loses US$30bn to 
US$40bn every year due to 
food fraud – for example, 
the dilution of high-quality 
products with lower value or 
substandard ingredients. Such 
fraud is diffi cult to detect and 
China is vulnerable, given 
that the nation is now the 
largest producer of many 

food products and home to 
some of the world’s largest 
food companies.

All change for audit
China’s Ministry of Finance 
has announced new and 
revised China Standards 
on Auditing (CSAs). KPMG 
advises that these will see 
signifi cant changes to the 
auditor’s report that will bring 
about enhanced transparency 
and relevance for users. 
Aligned with global trends, 
it features a new format and 
more information about the 
audit. A staggered approach 
for implementing the 
standards began on 1 January 
2017 for fi nancial statements 
audits of mainland entities 
listed in both mainland China 
and Hong Kong (A- and 
H-share companies), as well 
as those listed in Hong Kong 
(H-share companies) whose 
audits are performed in 
accordance with CSAs. These 
changes will be extended 
to more mainland entities 
in 2018. 

Legal practice grows
PwC Legal has expanded in 
Asia Pacifi c by establishing 
its fi rst regional foreign 
law practice: PwC Legal 
International. The new 
practice, based in Singapore, 
will focus on crossborder 
regional transactions and 

projects. Leon Flavell, PwC’s 
global legal services leader, 
said that the expansion was a 
response to growing demand 
for integrated business 
solutions across multiple 
territories in Asia. ‘This is the 
driver behind this move to 
enhance our capabilities in the 
region, with legal services in 
Singapore being independent 

yet adjacent to the rest of 
the PwC network’s traditional 
strengths in advisory, tax 
and consulting,’ he said. 
‘Moreover, such a move will 
add to the Singapore legal 
market in terms of attracting 
and anchoring talent and 
work here.’ 

Tougher times
Singaporean businesses 
are braced for a tough year 
ahead, with 48% expecting 
the economic climate to 
deteriorate further in 2017. 
Nearly two-thirds (63%) of 
businesses told the National 
Business Survey 2016/17, 
conducted by the Singapore 
Business Federation 
(SBF), that conditions had 
already deteriorated for 
their company in 2016. 
The negative sentiment 
persists across both large 
companies and SMEs. Ho 
Meng Kit, CEO of SBF, said 
Singapore was affected by 
the current subdued »

Reach magazine
Reach magazine marks the launch of the strategic alliance 
between ACCA and Chartered Accountants ANZ.

Articles on a range of current issues highlight the common 
challenges facing professional accountants across the 
world, whatever their role.

Get the Reach magazine app for:
* iPhone or iPad
* Android
* Kindle

Or read Reach online at accaglobal.com/alliance

The cost of Hong Kong living

Hong Kong is now the 11th most expensive location in the 
world for expatriates, down from ninth place a year earlier, 
according to the latest Cost of Living survey published 
by ECA International. The research helps professionals 
evaluate the spending power of their pay packets while 
on overseas assignments. ‘Over the past fi ve years, Hong 
Kong has generally risen in the ECA global rankings 
from 60th in 2011, up 49 places to 11th in 2016’, said Lee 
Quane, regional director – Asia, ECA International. ‘From 
a regional perspective, it is the fi fth most expensive in 
Asia Pacifi c with only Japanese locations ranking higher.’ 
The relative strength of the Japanese yen in the survey 
period pushed all Japanese cities above Hong Kong in 
the rankings.  
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external demand and global 
trade due to its open and 
outward-oriented economy. 
‘Domestically, high operating 
costs and the constraints 
imposed by our foreign 
worker policies continue to 
affect businesses,’ he said. 
‘Businesses fi nd operating 
under this persistently 
tepid global and domestic 
economy challenging.’ 

IFRS 17 on the way
The International Accounting 
Standards Board (IASB) 
expects to publish its new 
insurance contracts standard, 
IFRS 17, in the fi rst half of 
2017. IASB chairman Hans 
Hoogervorst said that the new 
global standard would address 
what he calls ‘the accounting 
anarchy in the world of 
insurance’. ‘Just about every 
country in the world does 
its own thing and it doesn’t 
look pretty,’ Hoogervorst 
told an AICPA conference in 
Washington DC in December. 
He added that the IASB was 
keen to keep IFRS standards 
‘as closely converged as 
possible to US GAAP’. 

Multilateral action
More than 100 jurisdictions 
have concluded negotiations 
on a multilateral instrument 
that will swiftly implement a 
series of tax treaty measures 
to update international 
tax rules and lessen the 
opportunity for tax avoidance 
by multinational enterprises. 
The new instrument will 
transpose results from the 
OECD/G20 Base Erosion and 
Profi t Shifting Project (BEPS) 
into more than 2,000 tax 
treaties worldwide. A signing 
ceremony will be held in 
June in Paris. Revenue losses 
from BEPS are conservatively 
estimated at US$100bn 
to US$240bn annually, the 
equivalent of 4% to 10% of 
global corporate income tax 
revenues. OECD secretary-
general Angel Gurría said the 
adoption of this multilateral 

instrument marks a turning 
point in tax treaty history.

Digital is the answer
Digital data management is key 
to advancing digital economies 
within the ASEAN economic 
community, according to a 
joint report by the US-ASEAN 
Business Council and Deloitte. 
Jeff Pirie, AEC leader, Deloitte 
Southeast Asia, described 
both regional integration 
and the digital economy as 
big opportunities in what 
is one of the world’s fastest 
growing regions. ‘All manner of 
business, from the start-up to 
the regional champion as well 
as the multinational, will benefi t 
if the AEC framework puts 
the digital economy front and 
centre,’ he said. ‘Now is the 
time to do so.’ 

Tax hotline launched
China has launched an 
international tax service 
hotline to assist enterprises 
to participate in the One 
Belt, One Road initiative. 
The hotline is based at the 
12366 Shanghai (International) 
Taxpayer Service Center, a 
project established last year 

to benchmark international 
standards. Shanghai 
mayor Yang Xiong said at 
its launch that the hotline 
provides a new platform for 
China’s taxation authorities 
to actively participate in 
global co-operation in tax 
governance and formulation of 
international tax rules, showing 
the world China’s commitment 
in taxation matters.

First for fintech
China has leapfrogged the 
UK and US to become ‘the 
undisputed global fi ntech 
hub’. A collaborative report 
produced by DBS and EY fi nds 
that the speed, sophistication 
and scale of development of 
China’s fi ntech ecosystem have 
been at a level unmatched in 
more established markets. As 
banks and fi nancial services 
institutions in the West look 
at ways to incrementally 
innovate, China’s technology 
leaders are revolutionising 
many aspects of fi nancial 
services, fi nds the report The 
Rise of FinTech in China. It 
notes that China’s lead is 
facilitated by the sheer size of 
market opportunities in the 

fi nancial services ecosystem. 
At US$10.9 trillion in 2015, 
China’s GDP already almost 
equates to the aggregate 
of the next 10-largest 
emerging markets.

Talent trends
The tightening regulatory 
environment in China has 
led to a spike in demand for 
qualifi ed and experienced 
audit, risk and compliance 
professionals, both for 
in-house and professional 
practice. Simon Lance, 
managing director for Hays 
in China, says that this 
will lead one of the top 
talent trends for 2017. He 
explains that many global 
multinational corporations are 
in the process of establishing 
internal forensic investigation 
teams in an effort to provide 
greater control and visibility 
to international head offi ces. 
‘We expect this trend to 
continue in 2017, with 
strong trading conditions for 
professional consultancies 
operating in this niche area,’ 
Lance said. ■

Peta Tomlinson, journalist

Reasons to be cheerful?

While business leaders globally are more 
confi dent about the economy, pessimism is 
growing in Asia Pacifi c, according to Grant 
Thornton’s latest quarterly survey

of global businesses 
are optimistic about 

the economy

38%

of global businesses 
expect to increase 

exports in 2017

16%

Source: Grant Thornton 
International Business Report
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Tips

Rise to the challenge
Having arrived in London on a one-way ticket in 1970, accountant and Queen’s 
representative Mei Sim Lai FCCA is championing the achievements of Chinese women

How do you introduce Mei Sim Lai OBE? One 
approach, popular among Chinese people in London, 
is to highlight her status as a representative of 

HM Queen Elizabeth II. This stems from her appointment 
as the representative deputy lieutenant for the London 
Borough of Brent in 2007. ‘It’s a great honour,’ Lai 
says. ‘I am supposed to be the eyes and ears of the 
Queen in the borough,’ she explains. ‘I represent her 
at ceremonies and civic functions.’ Lai presents awards, 
visits charities and temples, attends church services and 
is involved in all royal visits to Brent, including a recent 
one by Prince William, the Duke of Cambridge.  

Lai seems amused by her royal connection. She has come 
a long way since her father bought her a one-way ticket from 
Malaysia to the UK in 1970. One of 10 children, she knew she 
had to support herself and decided after leaving school in Kuala 
Lumpur to train as a chartered accountant in London. ‘This is 
one way that accountancy students from overseas can get a 
professional qualification and earn at the same time,’ she says. 

Having joined medium-sized firm Pridie Brewster as an 
articled clerk, Lai gained the ACA and ACCA qualifications, 
having been encouraged by one of the firm’s partners. ‘ACCA 
is so big globally, it’s useful to be a member,’ she says. ‘It has a 
strong global brand.’

Lai became Pridie Brewster’s first female and Chinese partner 
in 1979, providing audits and financial, tax and business advice 
to UK and international clients. She stayed with the firm until 
2007 when she set up her own boutique practice, LaiPeters & Co, 
based in the City of London. ‘I do a lot with charities and the not-
for-profit area, as well as owner-managed businesses and SMEs,’ 
she says. ‘Some clients I have looked after for over 30 years. 
Some followed me [from Pridie Brewster] so I didn’t have to put a 
lot of effort into marketing to get new business.’  

She has deliberately kept the firm small, employing on 
average three qualified accountants, in order to have time for 
her other interests and roles, including charitable and public 
appointments. Her wide-ranging activities began developing 
back in 1983, when she joined the City Women Network with 
a view to meeting her partnership responsibilities for bringing 
in new clients. She became the network’s treasurer and then its 
chairman in 1988. 

‘In rising to the challenge of being chairman, I had to 
make speeches,’ Lai says. ‘I was interviewed in the media. I 
had to represent the organisation at various events. I had to 
forget about my shyness and talk to members. The personal 
development was fantastic and that opened doors to so many 

other things. It led me to the world of public appointments and 
other groups.’ 

Focus on women
Lai has subsequently been involved in numerous organisations, 
panels and committees linked to women’s organisations, 
universities, diversity and race relations initiatives, as well as the 
health and civil services – too many to name. One important 
role she retains is honorary secretary of the Institute of Directors’ 
City of London branch. For 25 years Lai has been organising 
branch events and influencing its direction and activities, 
including helping to set up a China interest group. She’s still 
actively involved in many other charitable and not-for-profit 
organisations, many with a focus on women, the Chinese 
community and international relations. 

One organisation she feels passionately about is Mulan 
Foundation Network, a registered charity that recognises the 
achievements of successful Chinese women globally through 
annual awards. In 2016 Datuk Alexandra Chin, immediate past 
president of ACCA, and Lina Fan, a French vineyard owner 
and expert in French wines, were awarded in the Business 
and Entrepreneurship category, while 2015 winners included »  

* ‘Chinese women – anyone – can 
do the same [as me] if they rise 
to the challenges, if they take 
an interest and don’t dismiss 
opportunities – because it’s easy 
to say “I am too busy”, “I can’t do 
this” or “I don’t know much about 
it”. You have a go. That’s my message.’ 

* ‘When asked to do something, I always said “No 
problem”. You need a positive attitude.’

* ‘We need more Chinese women to play a bigger 
part in the community – to give back and help 
charities. It is not all about making lots of money or 
having a long list of qualifications. A lot of employers 
now look at what else you have been doing to 
develop your skills to give back to the community, 
to help others. You do those other things and they 
indirectly open doors for you. They develop your 
transferable skills.’
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CV Basics

Sein Chew, founder of Unity Asset Management of Hong 
Kong and New York and the first ever Chinese president of the 
International Women’s Forum, a global organisation of more than 
6,000 women leaders. 

Independent charity
Mulan Foundation Network’s roots stretch back to the politically 
affiliated Chinese for Labour group, which initiated the first 
Mulan Awards in 2009, although these were focused primarily on 
the achievements of Chinese women working in UK community 
centres. When the decision was taken to create an independent 
charity in 2012, Lai agreed to become its chairman with a mission 
to give the awards global reach. 

‘I accepted because I think the idea of the charity – which is 
to honour and recognise the achievements of Chinese women in 
the UK and elsewhere – is a very good one,’ she says. ‘The charity 
is open to Chinese women or half Chinese women. Chinese 
women in the UK, and Chinese people generally, are very low 
key. They do not shout about their achievements and there are 
very successful, clever Chinese women out there. The idea is 
to identify the top Chinese women, so they can help younger 
women on the way up with support and mentoring. And together 
they can give back to the wider community. This philosophy has 
resonated with a lot of Chinese women, particularly younger 
ones. They are very interested in seeing how they can help.’

The charity is still in its early stages. ‘At the moment we have 
to rely on volunteers,’ Lai says, although she would like to be 
able to employ staff at some point. ‘Otherwise you can’t do 
much, particularly these days with social media and the need to 
keep that up to date. But we don’t want to spend all the money 
we raise on administration, so we have volunteers who help us 

2012–15
Began the following appointments: 
chairman, Mulan Foundation 
Network; member, advisory board of 
Canterbury Christ Church Business 
School; trustee, Television for the 
Environment; member, University of 
Nottingham Impact Campaign Board; member, board of 
Arab Women International Forum; member, Committee of 
the British Malaysian Society

2011
Master of the Worshipful Company of World  
Traders – the first Chinese person to be master of a 
livery company

2007–11
Began the following appointments: non-executive 
director, International Women of Excellence; 
chairman, International Women’s Forum; audit 
committee, Wellbeing of Women; honorary 
treasurer, 48 Group Club; co-chairman and trustee, 
Chinese Welfare Trust; advisory board, Women in 
Banking & Finance

2007
Founded LaiPeters & Co

2006
Appointed a deputy lieutenant for Greater London and 
then in 2007 the representative deputy lieutenant for the 
London Borough of Brent 

2004 
Awarded an OBE for services to equal opportunities

2000–02
Began the following appointments: panel member and 
acting chair, Department of Trade and Industry’s Ethnic 
Minority Business Forum; member, Ministry of Defence 
Diversity Panel; Public Works Loan commissioner; member, 
Senior Salaries Review Body

1988-99
Began the following appointments: chairman, City 
Women Network; trustee and director, Womankind 
Worldwide; honorary secretary, Institute of Director’s 
City of London branch; non-executive director, St Mary’s 
NHS Trust

1970
Joined Pridie Brewster chartered accountants, London, 
becoming a partner in 1979

* Mulan Foundation Network of 
which Mei Sim Lai is chairman, 
is an independent UK charity 
registered in 2012 and formally 
launched at the House of Lords in October 2013.

* The charity is named after the Chinese legendary 
heroine Hua Mulan, who masqueraded as a man to 
save her family honour and her country.

* Its trustees include, among other eminent individuals, 
Sonny Leong, chair of Chinese for Labour; Katy Blair, 
co-founder of the Islington Chinese Association; 
MeeLing Ng, former Labour councillor; and Theresa 
Booth, director of the Chopsticks Club and a legal 
environmental consultant for China.

* Find out more at mulanfoundation.org.uk.

Mulan Foundation 
Network
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80 years to achieve gender parity – 
and that is not good enough.’

However, it’s also up to women to 
drive change, Lai believes. ‘Women 
have got to be courageous and put 
themselves forward for top jobs, even 
though they might not succeed the first 
time,’ she says. ‘They have to stick their 
heads above the parapet. Unless they 
apply, they are not going to stand a 
chance of getting shortlisted. Women 
should do more because you can’t wait 
for the men to decide they are going to 
appoint you.’  

This is where organisations like 
Mulan Foundation Network can help 
– by enabling a ‘smarter way of raising 
your profile, promoting your brand’, Lai 

says. ‘It’s a smarter way of networking – more strategic.’
Lai was awarded an OBE for services to equal opportunities in 

2004. Why has she given so much time over so many years to 
voluntary and public activities? ‘I enjoy meeting people,’ she 
says. ‘I like helping people and connecting people. I like ideas 
and finding out what other people are doing. My reward is 
mostly non-monetary, but I have a busy and interesting life.’ ■

Sarah Perrin, journalist

with the awards. We want to take the 
charity to the next level, but we are not 
rushing. We are steadily making useful 
contacts and building on those.’ 

Role models and mentoring
The charity is also exploring different 
models of role model and mentoring 
schemes. ‘We want a scheme 
that is flexible and will cater for 
different needs,’ Lai says. ‘It could 
be group mentoring, it could be 
one to one, it could be a sounding-
board helpline. So we are looking 
at various models and speaking to 
other organisations that have set up 
successful mentoring schemes.’  

Lai recognises that the world 
has changed hugely since she began her career in 1970. 
‘We have moved on and a lot of young women now think 
they are equal; there’s no issue about it,’ she says. ‘But despite 
30-odd years of legislation on equal opportunities and equal 
pay, women are still behind in pay and getting to the top. 
There’s a debate on whether there should be quotas to get 
more women into top boardrooms. The thinking of a lot of 
very successful women is that you do need some kind of 
positive action because the forecast is that it will take up to 

‘The forecast is 
that it will take 

up to 80 years to 
achieve gender 

parity – and  
that is not  

good enough’
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Get on board
Accountancy professionals make ideal non-executive directors on boards, providing 
independent strategic thinking and bringing a balanced view to the C-suite 
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For the better part of a century, Japanese-founded 
Olympus Corporation was a respected and 
innovative brand at the cutting edge of camera 

production. Its reputation was left in tatters after a 
US$1.7bn management fraud, hidden for 13 years, 
came to light in 2011.

Kodak became the world’s biggest film company on the 
back of innovation. Its founder, George Eastman, turned 
photography on its head by inventing roll film – and the 
box Brownie – in 1900. But later custodians of the empire 
he built ignored the digital revolution and eventually filed 
for bankruptcy in 2012.

Paul W Chan FCCA, president of the Malaysian Alliance 
of Corporate Directors and Business Transitions Asia, cites 
these examples of what can go wrong – and too often has 
done – in companies regardless of whether they be hot-
shot start-ups or established blue chips.

They also illustrate the importance of having on every 
board independent, strategic thinkers who can keep both 
a steady hand on the corporate tiller and an eye on the 
business horizon. In the face of constant disruption, that is 
the increasingly significant role of the independent non-
executive director (NED).

NEDs are not involved in the day-to-day operations of 
an organisation but they do need to be across all aspects 
of its business. As Kevin Lau FCCA – past chairman 
of ACCA Hong Kong (2000-01), former ACCA council 
member (2002-11) and director, Hin Yan Consultants 
– explains, in this era of more stringent corporate 
governance, the buck stops with them.

‘Being an independent NED, you are personally liable for 
any wrongdoing of the company,’ he says. ‘You have to know 
the company well, and my advice for anyone wanting to be 
an NED is to do your due diligence before accepting a job.’

The value of independent oversight of private companies 
was one of the lessons learned from the global financial 
crisis. Hong Kong joined the ranks of other world cities 
when it tightened its listing rules – requiring that at least 
three independent NEDs be on the board of every listed 
company, including one with an accounting background.

Lau’s path to career NED began with his first 
appointment in 2000, while working as a freelance 
consultant. Prior to that, he had spent 15 years at EY. He is 
now an independent NED for six listed companies in Hong 

Kong, chairman of the audit committee of all six, and is 
company secretary for a further three listed companies.

His motivation to serve as a NED stemmed from a 
desire to expand his professional networks and career 
horizon. Apart from the mandatory requirement of HKEX, 
Lau believes his accountancy qualification provided the 
ideal platform. Someone with an accounting background 
‘can give the company an objective opinion on their 
financial position – a major task for any company’, he says. 
‘We are familiar with corporate governance requirements 
as well, which is very important for a listed company.’

To equip himself for the role, Lau leveraged a range 
of NED-focused resources offered by ACCA Hong Kong. 
(He still attends the various seminars and training sessions 
held because ‘you never stop learning’.) And the listing 
rules keep changing, he notes. ‘ACCA training keeps up 
the pace with this change,’ he says. In addition, ACCA’s 
connections have led to his being offered more NED roles.

Meanwhile Chan, who currently serves on four public 
company boards (with a total of eight over the last 12 years) 
in NED positions, sees the role as bringing a balanced view 
to the C-suite. ‘We are unbiased, objective, often critical – 
and charged with a high-level duty of care,’ he says.

Around the curve
‘Our viewpoint should be forward looking, to anticipate 
what is coming around the curve,’ Chan says. ‘Lots of 
things have changed. Every business is challenged 
by innovative disruptions. A board needs to see how 
the changing market affects our business, not only 
immediately but to catch the opportunities ahead.’ 
Investors, after all, are more concerned with future 
prospects than historical records. 

Beyond financial results, an insightful NED looks to 
the broader area of sustainability – encompassing the 
environmental impact of the business it conducts, the 
supply-chain governance and the career development 
of its people, among others, Chan says. ‘The recently 
adopted sustainability reporting by regulators and the 
emerging integrated reporting framework trend towards 
the importance of accountants equipping themselves 
and embracing a future-oriented outlook with value 
creation thinking that is aligned to the expectations of the 
investors,’ he says. »
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A chance to give back

Asia has a ‘pool of board-ready executives’ upskilling 
themselves to navigate companies through the uncharted 
waters of corporate governance reforms. So says Hannah 
Carmichael, Asia programme director for the Financial 
Times Non-Executive Director Diploma, which expanded 
to Hong Kong from London in 2013. Participants hail from 
Hong Kong, Singapore and tier-one Chinese cities such as 
Shanghai, as well as some from emerging markets such as 
Vietnam and Indonesia.

An interesting trend is the diversity among students, 
Carmichael notes. ‘Our last cohort was 60/40 men to 
women, and we’re getting a lot of younger people as 
well,’ she says. 

Boards are interested in appointing people who have 
much better knowledge in areas such as technology, social 
media and cyber risk, in addition to general business 
and fi nancial acumen, she explains. ‘We are seeing 
interest from people in their mid to late 30s as well as the 
obvious [age group], which would be mid to late 50s. We 
get a broad spectrum of people with different levels of 
experience and different specialities.’

A career NED is still relatively rare in Asia, Carmichael 
says; most have one or two board positions as well as 
their executive life. ‘They may be looking towards a more 
fl exible career arrangement, and having board positions is 
a way of doing that,’ she says.

When people have had a long executive career, she 
adds, they tend to want to give back as well. ‘Using their 
expertise and skills to contribute to a wide range of 
different companies, including new start-ups across the 
spectrum of where there interests are, is appealing.’

A NED position is an attractive move but competition 
for roles is keen, Carmichael adds. An accounting 
professional gains an advantage from their ability to 
interpret fi nancial reporting, but they must also possess 
softer skills.

‘Effective NEDs are well-rounded people with the 
ability to develop a business and are supportive members 
of the board, rather than being somebody just there 
to raise a hand, make a vote and check the fi nancial 
reporting. There is so much more to the role, particularly 
since the global fi nancial crisis, and what is now expected 
of a NED.’  
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As such, Chan believes that strategic considerations 
should be on the agenda of every board meeting – not 
only the usual biannual or annual review. He reiterates that 
a NED should cultivate a habit of ‘value creation thinking’ 
and a positive attitude as a lifelong learner. ‘To me, the 
frontier of learning is so vast – there is no end to it. This 
makes life exciting and our contributions relevant,’ he says.

Reservoir of experienced members
As for his views on effective learning strategies, Chan 
cites the well-researched 70:20:10 model. This holds that 
individuals obtain 70% of their knowledge from hands-
on, job-related experiences; 20% from their interaction 
with others, such as mentors and coaches; and 10% from 
formal educational events. The traditional learning and 
development structure is often in the reverse. 

‘To that end, ACCA’s aptly branded caption “Think 
Ahead” offers future-oriented on-the-job learning/
training resources and opportunities for members 
aspiring to assume the roles of non-executive directors – 
a reservoir of experienced members to potentially act as 
mentors and coaches,’ Chan says. ‘There are also regular 
seminars and conference events to prepare members to 
expand their professional horizons.’

According to Datuk Zaiton Mohd Hassan, ACCA 
Council member and former president of ACCA Malaysia 
Advisory Committee, ACCA’s commitment to diversity 
is another avenue that members can leverage in their 
journey towards a satisfying career as a NED. Having 
served on 10 boards, in addition to her full-time job as 
managing director of Capital Intelligence Advisors, is 
demanding and time-consuming but personally enriching 
for Datuk Zaiton.

‘It makes me able to connect the dots as I see 
things from different perspectives, and it helps me to be 
more effective,’ she says. Bringing wisdom and vision to 
the board also earns professional respect, Datuk Zaiton 
has found. 

‘You must bring value to the table – to know not only 
how a business can make money but also how it can lose 
money,’ she says. To be able to contribute, you need to 
acquire the knowledge – which includes lifelong learning 
through relevant formal training, as well as engaging with 
peers at a professional and intellectual level.

As a woman in the C-suite in Malaysia, Datuk Zaiton 
is in the minority. A Women in the Boardroom global 
report published by Deloitte in 2015 showed that only 
12% of board seats were held by women worldwide. 
Datuk Zaiton’s advice to women with NED aspirations 
is to ‘go in there with your knowledge, act natural and 
be yourself.’ ■

Peta Tomlinson, journalist
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Master of your destiny
Finance professionals should take ownership of their careers, plan for the long term and 
take the actions needed to maximise their opportunities, says Steve Giles 

to become finance director (then possibly CEO) or partner. But is 
there an alternative? 

One option, often overlooked, is to seek non-executive 
directorships. Non-execs play a vital governance role, bringing 
independent scrutiny to board discussions and executive plans. 
Accountants are well placed to contribute in the boardroom 
– financial acumen is highly valued, not least on the audit 
committee, as is broad business experience. The demand 
for high-quality non-executive directors is growing across all 
business sectors, so the role provides opportunities for second 
careers for senior accountants. 

As accountants progress up the organisational hierarchy, their 
success depends less on technical competence alone and more 
on a broad range of skills and personal attributes:

* The requirements of a modern finance director include 
good business knowledge, excellent communication skills, 
resilience and reliability under pressure.

* Partners in professional firms must demonstrate industry 
knowledge, vision and organisational skills, not just 
accounting or tax expertise.

* CEOs need entrepreneurial drive and excellent commercial 
and strategic skills, so accountants with aspirations to become 
CEOs will need to demonstrate ability in these areas.

* Non-executive directors require a wide spectrum of skills and 
experience and, above all, an independent mindset.

ACCA’s 2016 report confirms that technical skills are simply no 
longer sufficient for success. It identifies seven ‘professional 
quotients’: technical and ethical; intelligence; creative; digital; 

emotional intelligence; vision;  
and experience. A combination of 
all seven is required. However, the 
report also highlights the overarching 
importance of the technical and 
ethical quotient – these are the 
baseline qualities, essential for 
all accountants, but especially for 
those aspiring to senior positions 
where trust is paramount. 

A trust model from the UK’s 
Institute of Business Ethics shows 
this clearly. It says that we judge 
another’s trustworthiness along three 
dimensions: their ability (technical 
competence), their benevolence 
(motives and interests) and their 
integrity (honesty and fair treatment). 

Where do you see yourself in five years’ time? 
It’s the familiar – and often dreaded – interview 
question for accountants starting out in their 

careers. They find it difficult to answer without resorting 
to cliché because, as students or newly qualifieds, many 
don’t know what they really want out of their career. But 
can experienced finance professionals provide any better 
answers when the timespan is extended over 10 or 20 years? 

Coming up with a decent response to the question requires 
the investment of time and effort to draw up a realistic personal 
development plan, recalibrated periodically, that aligns your skills 
and experience with your aspirations. Without undertaking such 
an exercise, accountants will struggle to achieve their ambitions 
before retirement. 

Business coach Fran Moscow is well aware of the issue. ‘For 
many professional accountants, looking forward to the final roles 
of their career can be challenging,’ she says. ‘They need a clear 
vision and purpose to achieve their objectives.’

So what are the career options for experienced accountants, 
and what personal qualities and skillsets are needed? 

Opportunities 
We live in a fast-changing world. ACCA’s 2016 report Professional 
accountants – the future identifies four broad themes defining 
that future: globalisation, demanding compliance and regulatory 
standards, the rapid development of digital technologies, and 
the growing expectations of employers and clients. To succeed, 
you need to be aware of the challenges these themes present 
and adapt your skills accordingly.

The opportunities have never 
been better. Research by recruitment 
specialist Robert Half, How to climb 
the ladder to the top spot, shows that 
financial experience is one of two key 
factors in the appointment of FTSE 100 
CEOs (the other is industry knowledge): 
55% of CEOs have a background 
in finance and 23% are qualified 
accountants. The research findings 
suggest that finance people are more 
ambitious than ever, with 86% of CFOs 
aspiring to become a CEO.

Most accountants focus purely 
on the executive route for career 
progression. They are thinking of a 
journey through the management ranks 

Accountants 
stand out when 

they stand up 
for something – 

identify an issue 
important to you, 
develop expertise 

and promote it
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Roadmap to success 
Here are five recommendations to help you arrive safely at your 
chosen career destination.

* Build a personal brand. As accountants get more senior, 
visibility becomes as important as ability. You should work 
hard on your networks and contacts, while being accessible, 
responsive and enabling solutions. Searching for external 
roles requires something extra. ‘It is not only a question of 
competency and operational capability, but also of personal 
branding,’ Moscow says. She encourages senior accountants to 
ask themselves two questions: how do you show up on social 
media (LinkedIn, Facebook, etc), and are your achievements 
and experience visible enough if others are searching for you?

* Embrace professional development. Finance professionals 
benefit from being exemplars here. You should look to bring 
out the best in your team by encouraging (and being part 
of) internal training programmes, acting as a mentor and 
encouraging diversity and debate. You also need plans for 
self-development including: tailoring your CPD to meet 
personal requirements, seeking out and learning from others 
who do things differently, and working with a coach. Crucially, 
all accountants looking for promotion to the boardroom 
should invest in courses and qualifications to position 
themselves better for future executive or non-executive 
roles. Examples include executive MBA courses run by 
organisations such as the Cranfield School of Management, 
and the Institute of Directors’ Chartered Director qualification. 

* Find a cause. Professional accountants stand out when 
they stand up for something. You should identify an issue 
that is important to you, develop expertise and promote 
it wholeheartedly. Examples might be: a commitment 
to business ethics, including fair treatment for suppliers; 
the development of real-time reporting and dashboards; 

embedding a risk-aware culture; or excellence in cash 
management. Above all, you need to be self-confident and 
willing to take a stand when it’s called for. 

* Keep up to date with technology. Accountants need to be 
current to be credible, and fast-changing digital technologies 
present challenges. Minimum requirements today might be 
safeguarding data integrity and improving systems efficiency, 
although these could quickly extend to digital finance, 
cloud computing or the use of data analytics, depending on 
business needs. Accountants will have to make greater use of 
video and social media platforms in the future, too. 

* Hold annual ‘personal career retreats’. You should take 
one day out of your schedule each year essentially to hold a 
meeting with yourself. The aim is threefold: to be clear about 
your ambitions, to set learning goals and to formulate the 
steps you need to equip yourself with the necessary skills for 
success. You should look to challenge yourself by moving 
outside your comfort zone. When you do, interesting things 
will happen. ■

Steve Giles is an independent consultant, lecturer and author 
specialising in corporate governance, risk management, internal 
audit and ethics

For more information:

See ACCA’s report Professional accountants – the 
future at accaglobal.com/thefuture

Read the Robert Half survey, How to climb the ladder 
to the top spot, at bit.ly/Half-ladder

Read the IBE’s The Recovery of Trust at bit.ly/IBE-trust
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Cloud control
A few years ago, CFOs considered putting financial information onto the public cloud as 
a risk not worth taking, but many are now taking the plunge, says Cesar Bacani

I wrote one of my first stories about 
putting financial management on the 
cloud way back in 2010. I spoke to Keith 
Taylor, CFO of Equinix, which provides 
data centre facilities to companies 
across the globe. I had assumed that 
he would be comfortable with the idea, 
given that Equinix hosts the servers of 
many providers of cloud services.

I was wrong. ‘Pushing our financial 
data out in the public environment, I don’t 
think we’re ready for that stage,’ Taylor 
told me. ‘I think there’s still some work to 
be done with cloud service providers and 
how they’re going to provide certain key 
services that are very sensitive.’

Two years on, in 2014, Taylor spoke 
to me again, and this time, he was more 
confident in the cloud, or more precisely, 
in the private cloud. Equinix had started 

putting financial data into what Taylor 
calls the ‘private environment’ – cloud 
providers that physically have their servers 
inside Equinix data centers.

It was only last year that I met a 
CFO who had no qualms about placing 
financial data and processes on the 
public cloud, meaning the company’s 
data traverses the public internet. It’s a 
remarkable stance, because his company 
advises other organisations on risk 
management, including cyber security.

‘We certainly believe that there is no 
basis to believe there may be security 
concerns,’ Sandeep Aggarwal told me in 
November. Most cloud services providers, 
he says, have security protocols and 
practices that are superior to any that 
companies like his can deploy. 

Aggarwal is CFO of India, Asia 

Pacific and Middle East at consulting 
multinational Aon Hewitt, which has 
operations in some 60 countries. Aon 
is putting general ledger, accounts 
payable, expenses, asset management 
and settlements on the public cloud via 
Workday, a cloud-based HR services 
provider that is expanding into financial 
management processes. 

‘We will evaluate modules like 
budgeting, planning and forecasting 
and then put those as part of the overall 
ecosystem, if needed,’ added Aggarwal, 
who cited a Gartner study which concludes 
that 25% of core finance applications in 
large enterprises will move to the public 
cloud platform by 2018.

Part of the reason for Aon’s decision 
is its good experience with non-finance 
processes on the cloud, including 
Workday’s human capital management 
(HCM) application. 

That’s one lesson for CFOs: it’s not a 
bad idea to first dip your toe into the cloud 
with a non-financial process such as HR 
and see how it goes. If you’re happy with it, 
you can deploy that provider’s core finance 
modules, easing integration because the 
applications are on the same platform and 
you already have the expertise.

Another lesson to consider is 
implementation in phases. Aon went live 
with the five core finance applications in 
six markets this year, and will roll them out 
in the remaining markets in 2018–2019 – 
when additional modules such as projects 
and time tracking may be deployed.

Finally, be clear about outcomes. 
‘The unified HCM and workday financials 
is the end-state that we have in mind,’ 
says Aggarwal. ‘It will free up a lot of 
bandwidth for our finance teams, and we 
expect that bandwidth to be spent doing 
value-added activities.’

‘We expect them to spend more 
time doing analysis for the business, 
rather than spending time doing just 
transactions. And it will give them the 
opportunity to upskill themselves as well, 
to be more analytical in their approach, 
and make a real difference in the 
organisation.’ ■

Cesar Bacani is editor-in-
chief of CFO Innovation
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Pop goes the accountant
The recent movie The Accountant is one of the first to put the profession centre 
stage, so how realistic is its portrayal, asks Errol Oh

In June 2013, I lamented in this column 
that the accountant had a feeble 
presence in pop culture. That was a 
missed opportunity because the magic 
of the entertainment business had a 
way of elevating people’s appreciation 
of a job or a profession.

When accountants did show up in 
movies and TV shows, it was rarely their 
work that drove the plots. Most of the 
time, accountants were portrayed as 
mousy, meticulous and preoccupied 
with numbers. For such characters to be 
interesting and pivotal, they had to go 
against that stereotype.

The situation has apparently changed 
little since then, despite Warner Bros 
coming up with a star-studded action 
thriller last October titled The Accountant.

There have been several earlier movies 
called The Accountant or The Accountants, 
but none had the big names and major 
studio backing of the 2016 release.

Oscar-winner and A-lister Ben Affleck 
plays the titular character. Also in the cast 
are JK Simmons (who has an Academy 
Award too) and Oscar nominees Anna 
Kendrick and John Lithgow.

The Accountant was recently made 
available on DVD and Blu-Ray and 
through online video services. So this 
is a good time to evaluate how much 
show business has progressed, if at all, in 
extracting material from accountancy.

In this respect, this movie is a 
bellwether because it revolves around 
what the main character does for a living. 
And those involved in the movie seem 
conscious of this.

In one interview, Affleck said, ‘This is 
probably my best shot at getting fan letters 
from accountants.’ On another occasion, 
he said, ‘If they’re not gonna see this 
movie, I don’t know what’s gonna get the 
accountants out from behind their desks.’

While these are jokey statements, 
they nevertheless indicate that there was 
an earnest effort to give accountancy a 
realistic part in the movie. But did the 
filmmakers pull it off?

Let us look at the story first. According 
to the movie’s website, Christian Wolff 

(Affleck) is ‘a math savant with more 
affinity for numbers than people’. And that 
is because he has Asperger’s syndrome, a 
high-functioning form of autism.

But wait, there is more that 
distinguishes him from the average 
accountant. His one-man firm based in 
a small-town strip mall is just a cover for 
what he really does – ‘forensic accounting 
for some of the scariest people on the 
planet’, that is, crime syndicates, terrorist 
organisations and hackers.

Often, Wolff’s task is to find out if 
somebody has been stealing from the 
bad guys. At times, he accepts jobs 
from legitimate businesses. A robotics 
company hires him to check out a 
financial discrepancy detected by a junior 
accountant (Kendrick). And that’s when 
things turn deadly. 

This is also when he puts to good 
use his outstanding fighting skills and 
marksmanship, courtesy of the brutal 
childhood training that his army father 
insisted on.

Does this sound like any accountant 
you know? That is artistic licence at work. 
This is a Hollywood flick, after all.

Still, it would have been wonderful 
if The Accountant had not operated on 
the premise that accountancy – forensic 
accounting in particular – is essentially 
about the cold mastery of numbers. 

However, the accountants working for 
the movie’s production companies should 
be reasonably happy. As at Dec 25, the 
movie had earned almost US$150 million 
worldwide against a production budget of 
US$44 million. And there will be more to 
come from video sales and TV rights. ■

Errol Oh is executive 
editor of The Star 
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Take three challenges
US protectionism, accelerating interest rate hikes and concerns over China’s economy 
may threaten Asian economies’ ability to grow in 2017, says Manu Bhaskaran

The last few weeks have brought good 
news to Asian economies that depend 
on the global economy. There are clear 
signs of a rebound in growth in the 
developed economies, largely powered 
by the US. And there is encouraging 
evidence that this is already translating 
into stronger export growth in Asia. 

Unfortunately, three challenges cast a 
shadow. First, President Trump appears set 
on an ‘America First’ strategy, which could 
hurt the trade and foreign investment so 
vital to Asia. Second, it looks likely that 
monetary policy tightening in the US will 
become more aggressive, which raises 
financial risks for emerging Asian markets. 
And, third, China’s recent stabilisation may 
not have strong foundations.  

Trump’s economic team comprises 
members who have embraced stridently 

protectionist views, and there is a growing 
suspicion that they will push the envelope 
as far as they can on trade matters. Trump 
also supports the border tax planned by 
Republican Congressmen, which could 
dent outward US foreign investment and 
potentially reduce demand for imports. 

Such policies will almost certainly 
invite retaliation from other major trading 
nations. While a full-blown trade war is 
not likely, there is a good chance that 
escalating trade tensions will undermine 
economic ties among major trading 
nations and hurt prospects for a sustained 
export-led recovery in Asian economies. 

The US economy ended 2016 in 
robust shape, with data showing both 
manufacturing as well as services revving 
up nicely. Consequently, good jobs growth 
has essentially returned the country to 

full employment, which in turn is causing 
wage growth to accelerate. Surveys of 
purchasing managers point to rising costs 
across many sectors, a clear portent of 
rising inflation. It also looks likely that the 
Republican-controlled 115th Congress will 
push for a highly stimulatory fiscal policy. 

That will hurt emerging markets in 
Asia. Rising US bond yields, a stronger US 
dollar and consequently a stronger flow 
of capital out of emerging markets into 
the US will cause Asian currencies to face 
further downward pressures. Diminishing 
US dollar liquidity could create difficulties 
for highly leveraged companies that took 
on US dollar debt in the years of near-zero 
US interest rates. Worse still, real estate 
bubbles that inflated in many Asian cities 
as hot money flowed into emerging 
economies in that period could burst. 

Recent data paint a relatively positive 
picture of the Chinese economy. But one 
does not have to dig too deep to find 
areas of concern. 

First, China’s debt dynamics are 
becoming more worrying. With debt as a 
share of GDP now around 240%, financial 
institutions, especially the smaller ones, 
seem to be depending more on riskier 
wholesale funding. 

Second, policy tools to manage the 
economy appear to be less effective than 
before. Massive injections of credit are 
generating less and less economic growth 
as the growing headwinds in the economy 
such as excess capacity inhibit fixed 
investment. Measures to restrain capital 
outflows are also not working well as the 
incentive to push money abroad grows in a 
more open economy which provides many 
ways for money to be taken out illicitly. 

While policymakers are likely to 
contain the worst of the risks, there will 
be many occasions when China-related 
scares cause gyrations in global equity 
markets and make Asian currencies more 
volatile. In short, the global economy 
does seem to be gaining cyclical traction 
and producing benefits for Asian 
economies. But these three challenges 
will create stresses and take some of the 
shine off the cyclical export recovery. ■

Manu Bhaskaran is 
CEO of Centennial Asia 

Advisors in Singapore
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Drivers of change
An ACCA report on what is driving change in the public sector has resonance across all 
areas of business in our interconnected world, says ACCA president Brian McEnery

As many of us gather for ACCA’s 
seventh global public sector conference 
in Johannesburg this month, I have 
been taking a look at some of the 
interesting findings of ACCA’s newly 
launched analysis into the emerging 
drivers of change for the public sector 
(see ‘Who’s driving?’, page 36).

It’s going to be a big year for the public 
sector. We are seeing movements and 
reactions at a governmental level in the 
US, the UK and across Europe that no one 
could have predicted several years ago or 
even several months ago. There are more 
than 64,000 ACCA members working in 
the public sector worldwide, and countless 
more are influenced by it. In fact, I think 
that the top three drivers identified in this 
report – economic growth, availability 
of global talent, and responsiveness to 
change – will affect the work and decisions 
of financial professionals in virtually every 
business sector over the coming year. 

Economic growth has certainly been a 
major driver for financial professionals in 
all sectors globally over the past decade 
and even longer. But it is looking like 
2017 will bring a new set of challenges for 
financial professionals, and in particular 
for those in the public sector. 

India and China continue to emerge 
as global economic powers, while the 
US faces a presidential edict that has 
been described by the Financial Times as 
‘nostalgic nationalism’. Financial markets 
around the world dip in and out of flux 

in response to unexpected political and 
economic changes and decisions.

Professional accountants around the 
world will need to understand these 
changes and the impact on their company 
or country. They will need to support and 
influence the financial decisions that are 
made during 2017 but will continue to 
exert influence for many years after.

The availability of global talent is one 
driver that ACCA professionals are uniquely 
and especially qualified to meet. We are a 
global community, and I hope to see ACCA 
members leading the charge in the coming 
years with their ability to move around the 
world and provide broad insight into the 
impact that financial decisions have on local, 
national and international communities. 

The third driver, responsiveness to 
change, encompasses the key theme for 

this column. The ability to respond quickly 
and appropriately to change and disruptive 
events is an obvious requirement for 
business leaders, and it seems to be 
one that is growing in importance as we 
face unprecedented levels of volatility. 
Fortunately, the ACCA community has 
been facing the future head on. Last 
year’s redesign of the ACCA Qualification 
kickstarted many conversations about the 
changes the future may bring. 

I hope that this ongoing dialogue will be 
helpful to you all throughout this year. There 
are likely to be challenges ahead, but I am 
sure that there will also be opportunities for 
us to shape the way forward. ■

Brian McEnery is a partner specialising in 
corporate restructuring and healthcare 
consulting at BDO Ireland
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The view from
Vanitha Manickam ACCA, accountant and administrator, 
Law Asia International, Singapore, and SME owner

I’ve always had a love for numbers. In 
my mind there was no other option than 
fi nance, commerce and economics. It’s 
what my heart and mind said, I just simply 
followed their rules.

I am a Sri Lankan living and working 
in Singapore as a fi nancial accountant 
for the past eight years. Currently I 
am with an international law fi rm based 
in Singapore, working as an accountant 
cum administrator. Before moving here 
I worked for various commercial sectors 
in Sri Lanka in fi nance and accounts. In 
addition, I manage my own tour company 
established in Sri Lanka in 2014, an SME 
involved in inbound tours to Sri Lanka. 

Being with an international law fi rm, 
I’ve gained an immense depth of 

knowledge in international taxation and 
global fi nance restructuring strategies. 
Almost all of our clients (99%) are MNCs 
from outside Singapore, mainly Europe 
and Asia. We provide legal advice on 
restructuring, tax, litigation, arbitration 
and setting up entities in Singapore.

As a fi nancial accountant with various 
experiences – imports and exports, audit, 
travel and tourism, and legal services – 
my role is not limited to reporting. I also 
work closely with clients on fi nance and 
tax-related queries. This has helped widen 
my knowledge and experience.

I understand that taxes are the main 
criteria for any business and a key 
consideration in setting up a business 
anywhere in the world. In Singapore 
the government has kept its tax rates 
low compared to other countries, for 
residents, non-residents and also for 
resident and non-resident companies. 
It has a progressive tax structure for 
individuals and income is only taxed if 
sourced from Singapore employment. 

Singapore has a well-established 
offshore banking system. Many of the 
leading fi nancial institutions have branches 
in Singapore. Banking is very modernised 
and sophisticated, and attracts investment; 
there is also a robust law protecting 
banking privacy and confi dentiality.  

Singapore is the smallest nation in 
South-East Asia. It is a world-class city 
for business excellence and connectivity, 
with a developed infrastructure; it is also 
politically stable and well known for its 
open business policies.

The country is dominated by diverse 
cultures. Diverse talents are continuously 
being absorbed because of the successful 
atmosphere in the country. The mix of 
cultural experiences helps in problem 
solving, enriches the offi ce environment 
and improves the work culture. I absolutely 
love the multicultural environment here, it 
is a wonderful experience. ■ 
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Snapshot: 
hospitality/leisure
The hospitality and leisure industry 
embraces a broad spectrum, from 
hotels and restaurants to travel 
operators and gaming. Considerably 
dependent on consumer confi dence 
and business sentiment, it faces 
pressure to deliver innovation, 
quality and value.  

Millennials expect personalised 
communication via multiple 
platforms, seamless planning, 
fl awless execution and a customised 
travel experience. Digitally active 
consumers seek interaction 
with brands on a personalised, 
multichannel basis and are 
harnessing social media and mobile 
technology at an ever faster rate. 

Businesses need to respond 
with smart strategies for data use 
and integration, recruitment and 
retention, competitive dynamics 
and risk management. 

New business models are 
emerging. The world’s largest 
accommodation provider, Airbnb, 
does not own a single hotel room. 
The largest dining reservation 
service, OpenTable, does not own a 
single restaurant. 

Key vulnerabilities include cyber 
security, data theft, big data and 
modern slavery. Enterprises with 
multi-jurisdictional tax issues face 
escalating tax enforcement initiatives.  

The changing balance of 
global growth, low oil prices and 
geopolitical risks will determine 
how the sector fares in 2017–18.

Paul Samrah, partner, Kingston Smith
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Bring it on
As increasing numbers of corporate treasury centres are established in Asia Pacific, Hong 
Kong is aiming to knock Singapore off the top spot as the location of choice

▼ Easing up 
Hong Kong Monetary 
Authority chief 
executive Norman Chan 
believes that regulatory 
changes in the 
special administrative 
region will encourage 
corporate treasury 
centres to locate there
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Some years ago, the Hong Kong 
Monetary Authority (HKMA) set up 
a task force to promote the special 
administrative region’s (SAR) asset 
management business and treasury 
market development. 

Norman Chan, HKMA chief executive, 
recalls his surprise when many of the 
corporations approached for their 
business cited Hong Kong’s taxation 
system as the major entry barrier. ‘Hong 
Kong is well known for its low and simple 
tax regime,’ he says. ‘So why had taxation 
become the “culprit” in deterring these 
corporations from coming to Hong Kong?’

Upon investigation, it turned out 
that when it came to choice of location 
for a corporate treasury centre (CTC) 
in Asia, Hong Kong was losing at the 
starting line to the tax-friendlier policies 
of rival Singapore.

In June 2016 Hong Kong passed 
new laws granting substantial tax 
concessions closer to par with Singapore’s 
(which subsequently followed with new 
concessions of its own).

Establishing a CTC – also known as 
regional treasury centres (RTC) or financial 
treasury centres (FTC) – has been a 
trend in recent years for multinational 
corporations (MNCs) looking to centralise 
low-cost, often routine processing 
activities in a market close to their 
regional operations. More recently, 
mainland Chinese enterprises expanding 
globally have also sought the same.

According to Oliver Hsieh, director 
of financial risk management at KPMG 
in Singapore, the main reason that 
MNCs centralise treasury functions 
is to enable them to scale up their 
business while also centralising 
their expertise and capabilities.

‘Having tracked FTC trends for the 
past couple of years, we have noted that 
the role of treasury is evolving from a 
transactional to more of a strategic role,’ 
Hsieh says. ‘That means that centralised 
treasuries are getting more involved in 
the broader decision-making process in 
determining whether certain investments 
or M&A activity should be conducted. 
It involves more of the governance and 
control aspects of the larger businesses 
as well. MNCs are looking to get 
greater synergies from different parts of 
the business, and a central treasury is 
definitely key to that.’

The main consideration when choosing 
a location to centralise ‘comes down to 
individual reasons’, Hsieh believes. ‘It’s 

difficult to separate the location of your 
treasury from your core business. In our 
experience, the core business always 
takes precedence over the location of 
the treasury. If all of your customers or 
your main trade activities occur through a 
certain location, this simply makes sense.’ 

Attraction factors
KPMG recently conducted a report into 
the structure, role and location of financial 
treasury centres – co-authored by Hsieh 
and Craig Davis, the firm’s Asia-Pacific 
head of financial risk management – which 
explored the factors that made Singapore 
so attractive. 

Banking factors were especially 
important for MNCs operating in 
Singapore, followed by tax attractiveness 
and then the business environment. 
‘Additional factors we picked up were 

around availability of skills and talent, 
government incentives and the overall 
currency environment – cash that can flow 
freely across the different jurisdictions 
is very important,’ Hsieh says. ‘Some 
companies also placed emphasis on 
access to capital markets.’

Looking at the holistic offering, Davis 
says, tax attractiveness ranks as one of the 
highest considerations for most industries. 
‘The reality is that Malaysia and Thailand 
have similar schemes and very attractive 
tax regimes, but that’s the only box they 
tick,’ he says. ‘We saw that people were 
weighing up a number of areas in making 
their decisions.’ 

In Hong Kong, PwC also publishes 
periodic reports on CTC trends. The 
firm regards the recent tax changes 
as a positive and important step in 
Hong Kong’s favour. ‘Our view is that 
this initiative provides corporations 
with the opportunity to improve 

their competitiveness by adopting a 
professionally managed CTC platform 
and achieve substantial tax savings 
that will support their global business 
development,’ says Albert Lo, a partner 
at PwC’s Hong Kong/China finance 
consultancy. As the number-one offshore 
renminbi centre in the world, he adds, 
Hong Kong already stands out as a 
CTC location of choice for mainland 
enterprises expanding globally, with fresh 
incentives for foreign firms as well. 

Given the regulatory changes 
in the banking industry globally, 
and the implications of Basel III – 
especially on some of the products 
that European banks can offer to 
treasurers – Lo says that Hong Kong 
could become an attractive alternative.

Samantha Tan, tax senior manager, 
international and M&A tax at Deloitte 
Advisory (Hong Kong), agrees. ‘Many 
MNCs and Chinese mainland enterprises 
looking to establish treasury bases have 
already been attracted to Hong Kong’s 
deep RMB pool, robust infrastructure and 
proximity to China. For these groups, the 
tax benefits of the CTC rules will now be 
the icing on the cake,’ she says.

However, Peter Wong, finance 
consulting partner at PwC Hong Kong/
China, member of the HKMA and member 
of the Treasury Markets Association’s CTC 
working group, points out that managing 
treasury operations in Asia is challenging 
due to the diversity of regulations across 
borders (including restrictions on cash), 
different banking infrastructures and 
fluctuating market currencies. 

On the other hand, Hong Kong 
also has the accounting and finance 
professionals to help them navigate 
through, Wong says. Given the fight 
for talent in the SAR, particularly in the 
specialised field of treasury, he believes 
that the job market is vibrant and offers 
qualified accountants the opportunity to 
upskill for treasury roles. 

While there might be only a hair’s 
breadth separating Hong Kong 
and Singapore in terms of CTC 
competitiveness, Davis says that 
some respondents to KPMG’s study 
also mentioned a concern about the 
increasing influence of mainland China 
over Hong Kong.

‘It comes back to if your business 
is largely centred there and the 
manufacturing is in China, then yes, it may 
make sense to [choose Hong Kong]. But 
for global organisations looking to set up 
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Which way now?

So, who’s ahead as a destination for centralised treasury in Asia: Hong Kong or 
Singapore? For Oliver Hsieh, director of financial risk management at KPMG 
in Singapore, the city-state is a nose ahead on tax attractiveness, currency 
and credit-related matters, whereas Hong Kong scores slightly better around 
infrastructure and accessibility. ‘The competitiveness of both cities is high and 
both more or less rank the same in terms of the incentives that they’re offering,’ 
he says. ‘We would say where Singapore scores really highly is especially around 
the business environment and availability of skills and talent. Those two factors 
really push them above Hong Kong.’

Albert Lo, a partner at PwC’s Hong Kong/China finance consultancy, points out 
that Hong Kong welcomes corporates from all over the world ‘but currently there 
is large interest from Chinese companies either already investing outside of China 
or have plans to. Hong Kong has advantages from many perspectives, including 
proximity to the mainland, language skills and the RMB market liquidity.’

‘Having lived in Singapore and Hong Kong, the answer is really, it depends,’ 
says Emma Davine, ANZ bank’s Hong Kong-based head of client solutions, 
transaction banking. ‘Singapore may be right for a company trading primarily in 
ASEAN but not for another with predominantly North Asian flows. Hong Kong is 
going to work best for companies trading within Greater China, with the comfort 
of a legal system that is based on British law.’

a regional treasury centre in Asia Pacific 
more broadly, then [the political situation] 
is something that’s very much entering the 
equation now.’

Other potential CTC locations in 
Asia, including Malaysia, Thailand and 
the Chinese mainland, are well behind 
the two frontrunners, according to 
Davis. While some locations do have tax 
incentives for treasury centres, in terms 
of competitiveness, considering all the 
boxes that need to be ticked, ‘more 
broadly they still have a long way to go’. 

Malaysia, for instance, only offers a tax 
advantage, while Shanghai and Beijing fare 
‘slightly worse than Malaysia’, primarily due 
to the currency environment exacerbated 
by recent geopolitical changes.

‘From a perception point of view, many 
of our respondents say that the mainland 
financial infrastructure, while brand new, 
wasn’t as good as other locations,’ says 
Hsieh. ‘The business environment itself 
was also not that great – although both 
cities did score fairly well in terms of tax 
attractiveness and access to the markets 
and to trade flows.’

No silver bullet
There’s never really one silver bullet, Hsieh 
says. ‘A country can drop its tax all the 
way down to zero and FTCs and CTCs will 
still not go there; it’s really a combination 
of all the different factors.’

Emma Davine, ANZ bank’s Hong Kong-
based head of client solutions, transaction 
banking, agrees that tax breaks ‘don’t 
seem to be the deal maker’.

In a poll of treasurers by Asiamoney 
published in August 2016, only 35% 
of corporates and 21% of financial 
institutions would likely move the location 
of their treasury centre based on tax 
incentives alone. It’s rare to see a treasury 
centre, once established, change locations 
given the complexity of unwinding and 
re-establishing treasury structures and 
processes, she says. When it does happen, 
tax would be only one of the reasons.

‘Companies weigh up a number of 
factors to determine their best outcome – 
cost, access to quality people, time zone, 
currency availability, legal framework, how 
easy it is to move funds, language and 
culture, to name a few,’ Davine says. 

For newly established regional treasury 
centres, the same decision process would 
apply. ‘If you are trading with China, 
for example, Hong Kong might make 
most sense and if you are trading with 
ASEAN, then Bangkok, Kuala Lumpur and 

Singapore might be more compelling,’ 
she says. 

Contrary to KPMG’s view, Davine does 
rate emerging cities as becoming more 
competitive in incentivising companies 
to open up regional treasury centres and 
procurement/shared resource centres. 
‘Primarily for Malaysia and Bangkok, we 
are seeing companies that want a lower 
cost access point to ASEAN given the 
obvious geographical benefits of those 

centres,’ she says. ‘As China continues to 
liberalise, we will start to see more and 
more companies go direct to Shanghai 
and bypass traditional centres such as 
Hong Kong and Singapore.’ For Shanghai, 
Malaysia and Thailand, Davine cautions, 
restrictions in foreign currency and funds 
transferability need to be considered and 
managed carefully. ■

Peta Tomlinson, journalist
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The view from
Ida MacTier FCCA, director, SMSF assurance and advisory, 
Deloitte, Australia, and keen supporter of diversity

My accounting career started straight 
out of high school, as a trainee with a 
mid-tier accounting fi rm in Scotland. 
I qualifi ed as an ACCA in 2000 and my 
experience and qualifi cations allowed 
me to continue my career in Australia. 
The fundamentals of fi nance are the 
same wherever you go. Once you’ve got 
the basics and some experience, you 
can transfer those skills across different 
jurisdictions and industries.

I’ve twice been a fi nalist in Deloitte’s 
Business Woman of the Year 
programme. The workforce is much more 
diverse now, and while there is still a lot 
of room for improvement, it’s wonderful 
to see more women in leadership roles. 
Workplaces are seeing the benefi ts 
of diversity, which is important for a 

traditional industry like fi nance. Different 
perspectives are vital and can only make 
your business stronger.

Technology has had an incredible effect 
on the world. Everyone has information at 
their fi ngertips and wants instant solutions. 
I work in the Self-Managed Superannuation 
Fund (SMSF) industry and I think the ability 
to perform your own research and have 
more control over your superannuation 
investments has played a large part in the 
industry’s signifi cant growth.

The SMSF industry is fascinating. Every 
fund is unique. We are very mindful that 
it’s someone’s life savings we are dealing 
with and they have put a lot of thought 
into the investments they have chosen. An 
important part of my role as an auditor is 
helping members to safeguard their assets. 
The SMSF market has grown signifi cantly, 
particularly over the last fi ve years. It was a 
fairly fragmented industry a few years ago, 
but we have seen a lot of rationalisation.

Deloitte was an early mover and is now 
the largest provider of SMSF audit 
services in Australia. An SMSF has a 
relatively small number of transactions 
each year, so we view it as the perfect 
testing ground for audit automation. With 
continuous communication between our 
audit systems and the clients’ records, 
real-time auditing of transactions is 
very close. I’m excited to think that the 
developments we’re making in SMSF 
audits have potential for Deloitte’s other 
audit services in Australia and beyond.

I’ve lived in Australia for 16 years
and fell in love with the outdoor lifestyle 
and the friendly people. I’ve worked with 
many great leaders and have been offered 
some wonderful opportunities. I’ve noticed, 
particularly while at Deloitte, how Australia 
embraces both the global environment 
alongside a local focus on diversity in the 
workplace. This is very important to me as 
I’ve always enjoyed meeting people from 
different backgrounds, and it makes for a 
vibrant workplace. ■

Technology has 
had an incredible 

effect on the 
world. Everyone 
has information 

at their fingertips 
and wants instant 

solutions

Snapshot: 
audit regulation 
The modern auditor must be strong 
enough to balance the needs of 
the client and the demands of 
the regulator and capital markets. 
They have to walk a professional 
tightrope, getting close enough 
to the client to get under their 
skin and really understand what is 
going on, but also retaining the 
detachment to ensure they adhere 
to ever more complex standards.

This demands very high 
personal skills, showing that you 
have a client’s best interests at 
heart while being robust on the 
occasions when the client does not 
like the message. Technology skills 
are increasingly necessary, both 
to ensure that back-offi ce audit 
costs are minimised and also so 
that, in an increasingly risky cyber 
world, key audit risks are properly 
assessed and managed.

In addition, in a global economy 
an ability to navigate different 
cultures and business practices is a 
must. Asking the same question in 
four different countries and getting 
four identical answers can still mean 
four different fact patterns. Being 
able to understand what is really 
being said will differentiate the 
effective auditor from the box-ticker.

Auditor in Latin means ‘he or 
she who listens’. Ultimately, an 
ability to observe body language 
and detect what lies beneath the 
words will determine your success.

Steve Maslin, audit partner, Grant 
Thornton
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Brave new world
As Asia Pacific’s transaction advisory services environment changes, with China and 
Japan flexing their muscles, corporate advisers must up their game to stay on top

Last July, Deloitte acted as lead 
advisor to Beng Hui Holding, when 
the Singapore-based conglomerate 
sold its holding in Global EduHub, an 
early childhood education provider in 
Singapore. The buyer was Camsing 
Global, a Chinese investment firm 
particularly active in sports event 
operations and marketing, which was 
recently part of a Chinese consortium 
that acquired the UK Premier League 
football club, Hull City.

In many ways, the deal was 
representative of two key trends currently 
observed by advisers in South-East 

Asia: a divestment of non-core assets by 
corporates looking to focus on their main 
operations and a rise in the presence 
of Chinese investors, eager to diversify 
their holding in a region with promising 
economic prospects.

While world economic growth 
has been recovering, albeit at a slow, 
uncertain pace, economists have 
remained positive about the medium-
term growth prospects in South-East 
Asia. ‘Given that we have a population 
of more than 610 million and most of it is 
still very young, with a growing middle-
income group, South-East Asia as a » 

‘Asia is slowing 
and maturing 

at the same 
time and this is 
a fundamental 

wake-up call for 
companies, both 
global and local’
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region remains an attractive investment 
story and is actually getting more 
attention of late,’ notes Ng Jiak See, 
Singapore and Southeast Asia leader for 
corporate finance advisory at Deloitte.

Metronomic growth fading
Yet at the same time many corporates in 
the region have also started to realise that 
the metronomic growth they have come 
to expect year on year for the last 15 years 
is fading away, notes Vikram Chakravarty, 
Asean and Asia-Pacific leader for 
transaction advisory services at EY: ‘While 
our growth differential with the rest of the 
world was 5% at its widest in 2007, the 
growth differential has now fallen to 2%. 
Asia is slowing and maturing at the same 
time and this is a fundamental wake-up 
call for companies, both global and local.’

‘There is ample academic evidence that 
the top two or three players in any market 
generally make 80% of the profit of that 
entire sector with the remaining players 

struggling to make significant profits,’ 
Chakravarty explains. ‘Our own analysis 
shows that the difference in earnings 
before interest and taxes between the 
top quartile and the bottom quartile 
is roughly 10 percentage points on an 
average across 16 sectors we’ve studied, 
so if you are operating in a relatively low 

growth environment, just doing what you 
were doing slightly better from last year 
won’t bring you into that top quartile; 
you’ll need to make an acquisition or grow 
through a joint venture to get you there.’

Ong Chao Choon, deals advisory 
leader at PwC Singapore, adds that when 
China and Indonesia were growing at 8% 
and 5% per annum respectively, many 
regional companies were more worried 
about their top line than their bottom line, 
but the focus has now shifted. 

With this changing market 
environment, more companies have 
been looking to grow or recalibrate their 
operations, offering plenty of deal advisory 
opportunities for the Big Four accountancy 
firms, which have been building their 
advisory teams for some years. According 
to Andrew Thompson, who heads the deal 
advisory practice at KPMG in Singapore, 
there are plenty of opportunities to offer 
independent deal advisory in the middle 
market (generally up to US$500m deals) 

‘Large family-run 
firms are now 
realising that 

certain investors 
can bring more 

than money’

▼ Building a future
Foreign investment will 
play a vital role in the 
success of Myanmar’s 
infrastructure projects, 
including the Asia 
World Port Terminal 
on the banks of the 
Hlaing river 
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The infrastructure sweet spot

In 2016 two consortiums led by China’s CITIC Group Corporation won bids to 
build an industrial park and deep-sea port in the Kyaukpyu special economic 
zone, one of three new economic zones in Myanmar. The consortium praised 
its PwC advisory team’s ‘considerable contribution – not only to the bidding 
proposals but also to other work such as making the demonstration video and 
creating the bid presentation’ in helping it secure the project. PwC conducted 
a macroeconomic study of the zone’s opportunities, building financial models 
to assess the potential for projects, and provided detailed financial analysis to 
support the bid’s decisions. It also managed the masterplans, including carrying 
out detailed reviews from an urbanisation efficiency perspective, as well as driving 
the creation of a viable business case for the integrated development. 

The infrastructure deal was one of many recently signed in the region, with many 
more in the pipeline on the back of China’s ambitious ‘One Belt, One Road’ project 
that aims to build a trade and infrastructure network connecting Asia with Europe 
and Africa along ancient trade routes. The project is supported by China’s US$40bn 
Silk Road Fund, the US$100bn capital from the newly formed Asian Infrastructure 
Investment Bank (AIIB) and backing from the New Development Bank of the BRICS 
countries, with an initial capital of US$50bn, which is set to increase to US$100bn. 

‘The Asian Development Bank, which is primarily backed by the Japanese, is 
also very committed in continuing to invest in infrastructure,’ notes Ong Chao 
Choon, deals advisory leader at PwC Singapore. ‘So all in all, the amount of 
money that is going to come into the market is huge. This will help growth in the 
region for the next 20 to 30 years.’

for the Big Four as investment banks have 
retreated. ‘We now have over 50 M&A 
bankers as part of our Singapore deal 
advisory team of over 300 professionals, 
which is far more than any traditional 
investment bank here,’ he notes.

After a three-year decline, merger and 
acquisition (M&A) activity in the region 
increased by 50% year on year during Q1-
Q3 2016, according to the Southeast Asia 
M&A Trends report by Mergermarket, with 
deal-making totalling US$44.5bn during 
the period. The value of M&A deals in 
the first three quarters of 2016 was over 
93% of the total deal value for the entire 
year in 2015, and this trend is expected to 
continue in 2017. Interestingly, the report 
noted that companies based in South-
East Asia tend to do more intraregional 
acquisitions, a trend that saw four of the 
top five deals during the period have 
buyers and sellers from the region.

Chinese companies have also been 
increasing their foreign investments. 
According to data compiled by Dialogic, 
China overtook the US for outbound M&A 
volume with US$219.3bn of deals in 2016. 
However, China’s spending spree may 
contract in the months ahead as Chinese 
authorities announced towards the end of 
2016 that it was imposing new restrictions 
on outbound foreign investment.

Ng says that Chinese companies have 

become increasingly active in South-
East Asia, noting that her last three 
transactions involved Chinese clients. 
‘Obviously they’ve been actively investing 
for some time but in the last year they 
have become particularly aggressive,’ she 
says. In fact in 2015, according to recent 
data, China was, for the first time, the top 
inbound investor in South-East Asia, she 
says, noting that Chinese companies have 
been particularly interested in businesses 
that are expected to grow in tandem with 
consumer spending, ‘the like of education 
[and] fast-moving consumer goods, with 
strong brands, good market share and a 
strong distribution network. They want to 
buy the top players in these sectors.’

Much more aggressive
Ong also believes that Chinese 
companies are going to become ‘much 
more aggressive’ with their investment 
in South-East Asia, adding: ‘What you’re 
seeing now is only the tip of the iceberg 
and you’re going to see a lot more. 
I believe it’s going to be a big game 
changer for all the players.’ 

He notes another important source 
of capital for the region has come from 
Japanese investors, ‘who have been 
increasing their presence in a much 
quieter way’. To meet this dual demand, 
PwC has been expanding its capabilities in 

the region, creating special units within its 
advisory team that focus on Japanese and 
Chinese companies, respectively. 

‘What’s interesting is that as well as 
private equity you have the outbound 
interest from investors from China and 
Japan, but at the same time you also have 
an increasing inbound receptiveness from 
companies in the region, in particular 
large family-run firms, which historically 
didn’t want to bring in outside investment 
but are now realising that certain investors 
can bring more than money; they can also 
bring value-added contacts, technology 
or a valuable outside perspective that 
can make their business more robust,’ 
Thompson points out.

Ong notes that mid-sized companies 
in the region are still reluctant to pay 
for outside advice. ‘They are looking for 
solutions to try to do things themselves 
rather than engaging consultants, quite 
unlike MNCs that are more willing to 
spend on consultants,’ he says. ‘The 
market is not quite there yet, the penny 
hasn’t dropped; but it will. Already in the 
last two to three years, the whole area of 
post-merger operational improvement 
has been picking up. A few years ago, this 
was completely unknown. Now we see a 
lot more clients willing to spend money 
on consultants after they’ve bought a 
company to help them restructure it.’ 

Thomson is also seeing an increase 
in companies willing to hire consultants 
to work on areas such as due diligence 
or deal integration. ‘There is a realisation 
that if you don’t do your homework on 
value creation plans and risk analysis, 
you can make some extremely expensive 
mistakes, so we’re seeing a significant 
improvement in demand for properly 
experienced advisers,’ he notes.

Deal advisers are confident that 
investors’ interest in the region will remain 
strong. But as Ng points out, ‘The only 
concern would be that, with the economic 
slowdown, companies may not be able 
to show the same growth going forward, 
and as valuation is a function of earning 
potential, sellers’ expectations may have 
to be brought down.’

Chakravarty agrees, describing the 
M&A market as ‘quite frothy right now. 
There is a lot of activity, but I don’t think 
valuations have yet fully caught up with 
the realities of today, so there will [need 
to] be more thoughtful transactions in the 
near future.’ ■

Sonia Kolesnikov-Jessop, journalist
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The tax task
The tax burden isn’t just about how much money a company has to hand over to the 
taxman, but also how much corporate time and effort tax compliance requires

Tax burden 
eases
According to PwC and the World 
Bank’s Paying taxes 2017 survey of 190 
economies, a typical medium-sized company that operates exclusively in 
its domestic economy took an average of 251 hours to comply with its 
tax obligations in 2015, made 25 payments, and had a total tax rate of 
40.6%. Compared with the previous year’s data, the average total tax 
rate in 2015 was 0.1% lower, time to comply fell by eight hours, and the 
number of payments dropped by 0.8.

VAT’s long labour

The processes required 
after fi ling a tax return can 
represent a company’s 
most complex 
interactions with a tax 
authority. The study’s 
post-fi ling index 
measures the time 
taken to comply with 
VAT, obtain a VAT 
refund, comply with 
any tax audit and 
complete that audit. 
The index reveals a 
company will get a 
VAT refund in 93 countries, 
and be audited in 65 (17 
of which will require a 
comprehensive audit).

Post-filing paragon

The EU and European free trade area 
performed best in the post-fi ling index, 
with an average seven hours to claim a 
VAT refund, 15 weeks to receive it and 
fi ve hours to correct the tax return and 
comply with any audit. 

For more information:

PwC’s Paying taxes 2017 report 
is at bit.ly/pwc-tax-2017

251hours to comply

7 hours
to claim a VAT refund

93 jurisdictions
9393939393 jurisdictions

 jurisdictions
 jurisdictions
 jurisdictions
 jurisdictions
 jurisdictions
 jurisdictions

Audit in 65 countries

Audit in 
Audit in 
Audit in 6565656565 countries

 countries

17 comprehensive

15 weeks
to receive it 

5 hours
to correct the
tax return and

comply with audit 

25
 payments

Tax burden 
eases

251hours to comply
40.6%

  average total tax rate
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Who’s driving?Who’s driving?
The way public services are delivered is undergoing fundamental change. With its 
strategic and entrepreneurial skills, the fi nance profession has a crucial role to play

ACCA has recently undertaken a signifi cant and detailed global 
study to identify the major factors that are driving change in the 
public sector. Its resulting report, 50 drivers of change in the 
public sector, also discusses the likely timing of these drivers and 
how they may shape the future.

The ultimate aim of this work is to help professional 
accountants and leaders in the public sector prepare for the 
future by identifying the skills and experience that will be needed 
to support the delivery of excellent public services worldwide.

The study – which included 12 
detailed roundtable discussions 
held in 11 countries across the world 
– identifi ed the 50 most important 
drivers of change across eight areas 
of relevance: economy; politics 
and law; society; the business of 
government; science and technology; 
environment, energy and resources; 
the practice of accounting; and the 
accountancy profession. 

Special delivery
Unsurprisingly given the current 
environment, the level of economic 
growth was ranked as the top driver 
for the public sector. However, the 
survey was most enlightening in the 

We are all well accustomed now to hearing that 
we are living through one of the most disruptive 
and extended periods of change, but it is often 

diffi cult to quantify exactly what that means for each of us in 
our working lives. 

Accountants working in the public sector across the globe 
have been dealing with unprecedented levels of disruption 
as demographics, economic unpredictability and political 
upheaval combine to radically alter the way public services are 
delivered. Some of these – such as 
an ageing population – will affect the 
level and type of public services that 
will be needed while others – such 
as economic factors – will affect the 
availability of funds in the sector.

But there are other forces at work: 
digital technology, together with the 
blurring of the boundary between 
the public and private sector as 
governments explore outsourcing and 
partnerships with private companies, is 
also fundamentally changing the nature 
of the public sector and the demands 
placed on fi nance professionals 
working within it.

In light of the extent of this change 
and the many infl uences involved, 

‘This is an 
exciting time to 

be an accountant 
in the public 

sector. It is a huge 
opportunity to 

shape the services 
of the future’

◄ Project funding
Economic factors will affect the availability of 
funds for public projects like the expansion of the 
Caltrans Bridge in San Diego County, California
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Top 10 drivers of public-sector change

1. Economic growth
2. Availability of global talent 
3. Responsiveness to change 
4. Use of public-private programmes
5. Exploitation of big data
6. Use of non-financial information/integrated reporting
7. Stability of the global economic infrastructure
8. Cybersecurity 
9. Stability of national revenue databases
10. Diversity in society and workplace 

Global public sector conference

The study, 50 drivers of change in the public sector, 
will be launched at ACCA’s 7th Global Public Sector 
Conference in Johannesburg on 14–15 February. The 
free event will feature ACCA’s public-sector research and 
include discussion on the latest developments, allowing 
professional accountants to anticipate how finance is 
changing in the sector and how they can act to shape  
the future success of their organisation. Visit bit.ly/acca-
gps-conf for details of the event.

way it revealed the changing nature of the delivery of public 
services across the globe.

This is due in part to the political environment, the report 
explains, and the tendency for more public services and support 
services to be outsourced: ‘The public sector is evolving to 
deliver services in the most effective way within the constraints of 
available public finances.’ 

Significantly, three of the top five drivers of change relate 
to the way in which government organisations conduct their 
business. Meanwhile, the availability of talent was also an 
issue across the globe. ‘The public sector is often unable to 
compete with the private sector for talent, so fails to attract 
and retain the people it needs to help modernise public 
services,’ says the report. 

Emerging economies are actively encouraging their young 
people to return home after studying abroad and use their 
talents for the benefit of their own country, it adds, which could 
prove significant in the near future. Talent shortages was rated 
most highly as a driver for change by respondents in Asia Pacific 
(49%) and South Asia (44%), compared to 26% in Western Europe 
– probably due, says the report, to Europe’s ability to attract 
talent from other regions.

The report also highlights the rise in the number of public-
private partnerships across the globe, albeit it at varying pace. 
This raises the important role professional accountants can 
play in this changing landscape, in monitoring and assessing 
these increasingly complex arrangements. ‘Adequate 
governance arrangements in these commercial agreements 
will be paramount for maintaining control and accountability 
for the use of public funds,’ says the report. ‘The finance 
professional in central, federal, state and local government 
will need a blend of commercial acumen and entrepreneurial 
skills to be able to manage these relationships effectively 
and explore innovative ways of obtaining better value for 
money in public services.’

Bringing skills to bear
The report outlines in detail the critical role that finance 
professionals are playing in the public sector, and how 
the demands placed upon them will change. ‘There is an 
overwhelming case that the public sector will require more 
accountants, but they will be now be required to fulfil the 
growing need for accountability and transparency, as well as 
providing better insights to help public-sector organisations 
meet future needs,’ it says. ‘Public sector accountants are 
being asked to take on a broader strategic and entrepreneurial 
role – as they are now becoming the bridge between the 
public and private sectors.’

The report details the skills that professional accountants will 
need as the public sector becomes leaner and more citizen-
focused, and makes greater use of technology and big data. 
Strong technical skills will be a must, says the report, and so too 
will good professional judgment in the analysis of financial and 
non-financial data to create meaningful insights. ‘In a public-
sector context this is even more of a challenge than elsewhere,’ 

it continues, ‘as it is not easy to assess the impact of government 
spending in a linear or strictly numerical way.’

Professional accountants will also need to ‘find their voice’, 
says the report, and question processes when there is an 
opportunity to make improvements: ‘As the public sector 
increasingly operates in a commercial and business-like 
manner, the professional accountant will need to develop a 
strong understanding of how financial decisions interrelate with 
strategic and operational priorities.’ Governments will need and 
value accountants who have not only strong negotiating skills but 
also an ability to see the big picture and take a forward-looking 
approach.

Stephen Emasu, chair of ACCA’s global forum for the public 
sector, sums up the challenges facing the public sector in his 
foreword to the report, but also stresses the essential role that 
professional accountants will play: ‘This is an exciting time to 
be a professional accountant in the public sector. It is a huge 
opportunity to shape the public services of the future, achieving 
value for money and long-term sustainability.’ ■

Liz Fisher, journalist

For more information:

Download the ACCA report 50 drivers of change in the 
public sector at bit.ly/acca-50-driv-chg-pub
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It’s good to do good
Nobel Peace Prize winner, philanthropist and former UN secretary-general Kofi Annan 
explains why he believes business cannot prosper in societies that fail

enhance their green credentials by switching to renewables, and 
to respect core labour standards and human rights.

The key message to get across is that doing good is good for 
business, too. Business cannot prosper in societies that fail.

Q: In the West, there has been shock at what is perceived as 
voter distrust of the ruling elites in our democracies (Brexit, 
Trump, voter apathy). Are there lessons Western democracies 
could learn from the work you do to strengthen electoral 
systems in countries where the democratic tradition is not as 
entrenched as in the West?
A: Elections with integrity are a challenge everywhere, including 

Q: Professional accountants work across many 
industries in many countries. What can they do to 
influence business and political leaders to support 

the UN’s sustainable development goals?
A: It is well known that you can only manage what you measure, 
and as this is the job of professional accountants, it means they 
have huge influence on companies’ governance.

Professional accountants should use that influence to 
encourage the companies they serve to think long term and 
integrate sustainable development goals into their accounting, 
such as by including a natural capital account, which I have heard 
is gaining ground. You should be encouraging companies to 

Young people 
don’t realise that 

their votes are 
more important 

than their tweets 
or Facebook posts
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in the West. The report produced by my commission, the 
Global Commission on Elections, Democracy and Security, in 
2012 showed the corrosive impact of money in US politics, for 
example, which undermines the legitimacy of the democratic 
system in citizens’ eyes. Such perceptions partly explain the rise 
of a phenomenon like the success of Donald Trump.

I think that in the West, many citizens, especially younger 
citizens, take their freedoms and institutions for granted and 
focus on their frustrations with their governments’ inability to 
solve pressing problems.

In countries where democracy is either non-existent or in 
development, on the other hand, citizens crave those freedoms. 
Maybe that is one lesson Western citizens can learn from those 
countries: treasure what you have. Use your rights and freedoms 
to effect the change you want.

It is tragic that so few young people in Western democracies 
vote. They have forgotten that their ancestors fought for the right 
to choose and change their leaders. They don’t realise that their 
votes are more important than their tweets or Facebook posts. 

Q: What is your view on the status of refugees in the modern 
world? Does the modern system of nation states discriminate 
against people who find life untenable in their country of birth?
A: It is true that the principle of national citizenship, associated 
with rights, and the control of a country’s borders are two key 
aspects of modern ‘sovereign’ nation states as they emerged in 
the Westphalian order. But there has been much progress since 
1648. International law now grants rights to all human beings, not 
only to citizens.

The Refugee Convention of 1951 was a major breakthrough, 
outlining the rights of those displaced across borders as well as 
the legal obligations of states to protect them.

But the drafters of the convention had the Cold War in mind 
and mainly sought to protect a few thousand dissidents from the 
Communist bloc. They did not envision the mass displacements 
of people we are seeing today.

I think that these flows of people are the inevitable 
counterparts to the flow of capital and goods. In other words, 
they too are by-products of globalisation. They cannot be 
stopped, but they can and must be managed better, more 
humanely, protecting migrants’ human rights whilst accepting 
states’ rights to control their borders. That is what The Elders, 
which I chair, have been advocating for the past two years.

Q: How important was having worked in the UN bureaucracy 
to your success as UN secretary-general? Do you advocate 
leaders spend time on the ‘shop floor’ of their businesses 
before taking a leadership role?
A: Like any large organisation, public or private, the UN is a 
complex machine. In fact it is more of a galaxy of organisations 
and agencies than one machine. It is made even more complex 
by the constant interplay of politics and bureaucracy and can 
certainly be bewildering for a novice.

So having worked my way from the bottom of the ladder 
to the top certainly helped me navigate that complexity, both 

political and bureaucratic. My intimate knowledge of the system 
allowed me to get things done despite the many obstacles.

Even so, I did not always achieve what I set out to do. 
Nevertheless, my personal example certainly suggests that 
hands-on experience can be helpful to future leaders.

Be that as it may, one must also acknowledge that there are 
moments in an organisation’s development when fresh blood 
and new vision are required, which may imply that an outsider 
may be better suited to the leadership role.

Q: As a former winner of the Nobel Peace Prize, do you 
believe there is a mechanism the UN Security Council 
could introduce that might help superpowers avoid 
escalating – either deliberately or by accident – wars such as 
that in Syria?
A: The Security Council should be seen as the executive 
committee of the global security system set up after World War 
II. Its members, and especially the Permanent 5 (P5), have a 
special responsibility for international peace and security.

The P5 ought to be dissuaded from using their veto power, 
which can paralyse the United Nations. The country blocking 
action ought to have to explain its decision and propose an 
alternative solution. It has been suggested that a veto only 
becomes effective if the vetoing state has the support of two or 
three other permanent members. ■

Aaron Watson, editor of Acuity magazine

This article was first published in the December 2016 issue 
of Chartered Accountants ANZ’s Acuity magazine and can be 
found at acuitymag.com

ACCA/CA ANZ alliance boosts value

This article is one of a number we are sourcing from 
ACCA’s alliance partners at Chartered Accountants 
ANZ. Kofi Annan delivered the keynote address at CA 
ANZ’s Annual Leadership in Government Awards, held in 
November in Canberra.

The strategic alliance was agreed in June 2016 to deliver 
value for members of both bodies. Benefits so far include:

* Access to each other’s CPD resources, increasing the 
range of learning opportunities for members on a wide 
range of topics and in a variety of formats

* Reach magazine, a special joint publication with insight 
and articles sourced from both bodies, addressing 
challenges faced by professional accountants across 
the world (see page 9)

* Opportunities to attend face-to-face events held by 
the partner body

* The combined power of two strong brands

* Joint research activities.
More at accaglobal.com/alliance
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What lurks beneath
With the dark web offering a home to a multitude of nefarious activities including illegal 
fraudulent activity, finance professionals need to understand what they are up against

UK’s University of Oxford. ‘The only way of accessing those types 
of website is through the Tor browser. The “dark” part of the 
dark net is you can’t tell who’s using it or running it, which makes 
it a perfect setting for illegal activity.’

One problem for law enforcement in major economies 
and corporations is that dark net servers are usually located in 
developing world countries or those that are not necessarily 
sympathetic to Western law enforcement, such as Russia and 
China, notes Roman Sannikov, director of Eastern European 
research and analysis at Flashpoint, a US-based cybersecurity firm.

‘I don’t believe there’s any liability for a country that hosts 
dark net servers, other than the fact that outside countries can 
exert some pressure to have the servers shut down,’ he says. ‘The 
company that hosts the servers is also not necessarily responsible 
for what’s on it. Obviously if they get subpoenaed, they are 
supposed to comply with those and take them down, but that’s 
usually the extent of it.’

Companies and the financial professionals that 
work with them have many risks to worry about, but 
few can seem as menacing and as alien as the so-

called ‘dark web’.
The internet can be described as an iceberg: the websites 

most people use regularly are the tip, but there is an entire other, 
much larger world submerged below. Part of this is the dark 
web, which can only be accessed through anonymous network 
software and special technical skills. An example is Tor (The 
Onion Router), which was developed by the US Naval Research 
Laboratory, released to the public in 2003 and was designed to 
prevent browsing activity from being traced back to the user.

Such a protected corner of the cybersphere is especially 
useful for cybercriminals. ‘Tor allows you to browse anonymously 
and put up websites anonymously so that no one can tell where 
those websites are physically located in the world,’ explains Joss 
Wright, a research fellow at the Oxford Internet Institute, at the 
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Sannikov stresses that the dark net is not explicitly malicious. 
‘You’re not necessarily going to find bad people breaking the 
law there,’ he says. ‘There’s certainly a lot of people, such as 
researchers, on these forums that are interested in studying 
various issues of internet security. But that being said, it’s a good 
way of doing something that is illegal and hiding from the law.’

Expanding on this is Ken Deitz, chief security officer at 
SecureWorks, a US-based information security and cybercrime 
company. ‘It’s an area where people can go to get in touch with 
buyers and sellers of information and goods that have been 
stolen or are illegal,’ he explains. ‘It contains the marketplaces 
where people go to monetise the things they’ve stolen by 
committing fraud.’

Comprehensive threat assessment
As for the risks posed by the dark web to companies and public 
sector organisations, EY’s Darren Desmond, assistant director 
of fraud investigation and dispute services, says: ‘Organisations 
should consider the dark web as a 
specific, standalone risk. However, not 
every organisation will have the same 
risk profile and so a comprehensive 
threat assessment should be conducted.

‘Handling sensitive data, particularly 
as a data processor or data controller, 
can make those in finance or the 
accountancy profession an attractive 
target for criminals seeking to use the 
dark web to monetise a valuable data 
asset.’ He says. ‘With the move to 
“cloud computing”, the likelihood that 
criminals will seek to target this type 
of data also increases. Organisations 
should also continue to focus on 
getting the basics of security right, until 
they have identified a specific threat 
from a dark net site.’

But Desmond adds: ‘The perception that the threats from the 
dark net are greater than those posed by the so-called “clear 
net” is simply inaccurate. Whilst there are undoubtedly criminal 
elements operating within the dark net, the large majority of 
threats that organisations face are created and generated within 
the open internet.’

Bart Parys, threat intelligence researcher at PwC, says: 
‘Essentially, the dark web acts as a virtual black market and forum 
used by criminals and hackers. Stolen goods, compromised 
databases, valuable personal information and identity documents 
– like credit cards or passports – are offered for sale on the dark 
web, as well as malware and exploit kits. ‘It isn’t accessible to just 
anyone, though, and its contents aren’t easy to find, as they’re not 
indexed by search engines,’ Parys adds. ‘Often you have to be 
invited by someone in the inner circle to access sites.

‘Even with some of the more open forums, before being able 
to download or buy items you often need to first ‘prove your 
worth’ to the group by posting valuable information.’

Be cyber-aware
Parys stresses that it’s important that accountants implement 
a ‘cyber-aware’ policy. ‘Even if you have the best technology, 
people are still the weakest link,’ he says. ‘Ensuring everyone in a 
business knows that they play an essential part in the protection 
of their and their client’s information is key. They need to know 
about basic cyber hygiene principles, such as having strong 
passwords, keeping software up to date and using only known 
and protected wifi networks, as well as the firm implementing 
tools and policies around things like access and bring-your-own-
device (BYOD).’ 

BYOD policies allow employees to use their devices to 
access privileged company information and applications. Parys 
recommends that stringent security measures accompany such 
policies to prevent information falling into the wrong hands.

And this really is a good idea. People would be amazed at 
what cyber criminals can monetise, Deitz says. Drugs, weapons, 
human and wildlife trafficking, and child pornography are some 

of the more unpleasant things that can 
be found on dark net marketplaces. 
But information is also highly sought 
after: material such as social media 
usernames and passwords, as well 
as hotel and airline points, are 
readily sold in addition to the more 
conventional credit card information, 
bank account details, social security 
numbers and emails.

These forums and marketplaces 
are also places where criminals can 
find people to collaborate with, says a 
cyber security researcher who wishes 
to remain anonymous due to ongoing 
cyber investigations.

‘You can find people that have 
different abilities, like those who can 
orchestrate phishing attacks, SMS 

spamming and other various fraudulent or hacking skills, for hire. 
You can put together campaigns based on what’s out there,’ the 
researcher says.

When it comes to combating fraudulent schemes facilitated 
by the dark net, Deitz recommends that businesses and 
institutions implement key threat detection technologies and 
advanced malware protection in all their systems to uncover 
malevolent anomalies and act on them before they attack.

Sannikov adds that information is key to protection, and that 
law enforcement authorities and governments need to better 
develop their cyber investigative skills and/or work with expert 
companies. ‘Especially in the high-level forums, there’s a certain 
type of operational security where people won’t openly reveal 
what they have,’ he says. ‘It’s done through trust circles of people 
who have worked together, know each other or have previously 
communicated. This is where companies like ours come in.’ ■

Mandy Kovacs and Andrew Burnyeat, journalists

‘Handling 
sensitive data can 

make those in 
the accountancy 

profession an 
attractive target 

for criminals’
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A state of mind
The application of professional scepticism isn’t something that can be observed. The 
solution lies in a better understanding of psychology and, in particular, cognitive bias 

soon-to-be-released ACCA report looks closely at the issue of 
professional scepticism, and its conclusions are fascinating. 

The problem for the audit profession in trying to defend itself, 
the report points out, is that professional scepticism is a state 
of mind that cannot be directly observed. The sceptical state 
of mind feeds into the judgments that an auditor makes, which 
drive the auditor’s actions, which the auditor then documents. 
And audit oversight bodies tend to give a lot of weight to 
documented evidence – in which scepticism is invisible.

Cognitive bias
ACCA believes that the solution lies in a better understanding of 
psychology and, in particular, research into cognitive bias carried 
out by Amos Tversky and Daniel Kahneman. ‘The literature on 

By the nature of the work, auditors need to be sceptical. 
No independent auditor can or should accept at face 
value everything they are told. Professional scepticism 

– defined in International Auditing Standards as ‘an attitude 
that includes a questioning mind, being alert to conditions 
that may indicate a possible misstatement due to error or 
fraud, and a critical assessment of evidence’ – is at the very 
foundation of the audit profession.

Yet in recent years incidences of regulators questioning auditors’ 
professional scepticism have increased. Take this comment from 
the Australian Securities and Investment Commission in 2014:  ‘Our 
reviews of audit files showed, in our view, insufficient professional 
scepticism was applied, particularly in relation to fair value 
measurement, impairment testing, and going concern assessments. 
In particular, we found examples where 
auditors appeared to have: (a) been 
over-reliant on, or readily accepted, 
the explanations and representations 
of the management of audited entities 
without challenging matters such as key 
underlying assumptions; or (b) sought 
out evidence to corroborate estimates 
or treatments rather than appropriately 
challenging them.’

This is not the only example; 
regulators around the world are 
arguing that a lack of professional 
scepticism among auditors is a major 
issue in audit quality. If auditors were 
more sceptical, they reason, more 
misstatements would be uncovered. 

But is that really the case? A 

‘A regulatory 
process that does 
not take account 

of the psychology 
of decision-

making cannot 
be as effective as 

one that does’
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cognitive biases is particularly helpful in understanding how all 
stakeholders in the financial reporting process  use information 
to make decisions in practice,’ says the report. If all parties 
involved understand how cognitive bias can affect judgment, 
it adds, all stakeholders can work together to improve audit 
quality. ‘A system of standards and a regulatory process that 
does not take account of the psychology literature on human 
decision-making cannot be as effective as one that does.’

Tversky and Kahneman believed that human decision-making 
is affected by a number of cognitive biases (see first box), which 
have developed because they are evolutionarily beneficial; 
some serve as shortcuts to decision-making (a quick, less 
accurate decision is preferable to a slow, more accurate one), 
some allow us to make a decision when faced with uncertainty, 
and some smooth social interaction. In other words, we are all 
human, even auditors. And while some biases can be limited, it 
is simply not possible to eliminate cognitive bias entirely from 
the audit process. 

The report does discuss whether technology and computer 
algorithms could reduce cognitive bias in the audit process – 
for example, by testing all transactions rather than a selection 
chosen by the auditor. ‘The involvement of computers does 
not guarantee a lack of bias,’ it concludes. ‘Indeed, it may 
codify bias. For example, the algorithms used may themselves 
introduce bias inadvertently due to the way they were coded, 
or there may be cognitive biases in the ways data is acquired, 
cleaned and queried, or reports interpreted.’ 

Instead, the report argues that better awareness of cognitive 
biases among all stakeholders in the audit process could lead 
to systems and processes becoming more resilient to them. 
Auditors need to be aware of the extent to which they may be 
subject to biases when designing and performing audit tests; 
standard setters need to make sure that they do not create 
systems that are susceptible to bias; preparers should aim to 
prepare reports that are transparent; and audit committees 
should question auditors throughout the audit to identify where 
cognitive bias may exist.

There are lessons in cognitive bias for everyone in the 
reporting supply chain. The report makes recommendations 
for auditors and standard setters that could integrate a better 
understanding of cognitive bias into standard setting (see box). It 
also highlights the concern that if regulators continue to criticise 
auditors for insufficient professional scepticism when in fact their 
concerns stem from their own cognitive biases, this may result 
in auditors being required to undertake procedures that don’t 
necessarily improve audit quality. ■

Liz Fisher, journalist

For more information:

Find the report at accaglobal.com from next month. See 
also the session on professional scepticism from ACCA’s 

Accounting for the Future conference at accaglobal.com/
accountingforthefuture 

Cognitive biases in the audit process

* Hindsight bias – overestimating your ability to predict 
something that has now happened

* Outcome bias – judging the value of an action based 
on its outcome, rather than its value at the time

* Confirmation bias – prioritising evidence that confirms 
your own beliefs

* Anchoring bias – valuing the first piece of evidence 
over subsequent evidence

* Availability heuristic – overestimating the importance of 
information that is available to you

* Groupthink – when groups coalesce over an idea rather 
than challenge it

* Overconfidence – the belief your judgment is better 
than it is

* Recency – overemphasising the importance of recent 
information

* Conjunction bias – specific circumstances are seen as 
more important than general ones

* Selective perception – when expectations influence 
how you view the world

* Stereotyping

* Blind-spot bias – thinking everyone but you is biased.

ACCA’s recommendations 

* Articulate in application guidance how the audit 
engagement team can approach planning, and review 
in a way that minimises cognitive biases

* Put ISA 315 and ISA 330 at the heart of the application 
of professional scepticism in an audit, linking the 
exercise of professional scepticism to risk assessment

* Review the use of ‘bias’ in auditing standards to conform 
its use with how it is used in the psychology literature

* Examine the impact of availability and anchoring bias 
on the auditor’s collection of sufficient appropriate 
evidence in ISA 500 

* Establish within ISQC 1 and ISA 220 how firms can 
implement firm-level and engagement-level quality 
control processes that reduce the impact of cognitive 
biases on professional scepticism

* Provide guidance to engagement teams on how to 
use substantive analytical procedures in a way that 
avoids bias

* Consider whether the concept of ‘objectivity’ within 
the Code of Ethics should recognise or try to mitigate 
cognitive biases

* Support auditors in understanding bias and how biases 
can be mitigated through continuing professional 
development and targeted training. 
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Career boost
Personal power is associated with both positive and negative effects, and understanding 
this can transform your work relationships, explains our talent doctor Rob Yeung

Dr Rob Yeung is an 
organisational psychologist 

and coach at consultancy 
Talentspace 

Talent doctor: power

How powerful do you feel at work? 
Psychologists defi ne power as a 
person’s subjective feeling of being 
in control and having infl uence 
over others. As you might expect, 
people’s feelings of power tend 
to be related to their standing in 
an organisation’s hierarchy. Senior 
people tend to feel more powerful; 
junior managers and individual 
contributors, less so.

Yet there are signifi cant differences 
between individuals at an identical 
level, too. In the same organisation, I 
have often coached one director who 
felt formidably in charge and another 
who felt relatively marginalised.

Pamela Smith at the University of 
Amsterdam and Yaacov Trope from 

New York University have established that 
powerful people tend to engage in more 
abstract thinking. They excel at so-called 
big-picture thinking: identifying patterns 
and detecting relationships in data. Clearly, 
that can be invaluable when analysing 
industry trends and creating a vision and 
strategy for your team or organisation.

However, there are downsides, too. 
Researchers led by Kellogg School of 
Management’s Adam Galinsky found 
that powerful people typically empathise 
less. Further data also suggests that 
powerful people are often less infl uenced 
by information that does not conform to 
their own views and may be more likely to 
disregard contradictory information.

If you are a powerful individual, you 
may believe that you are equally as 

empathetic and able to take on board 
contradictory information as your more 
junior colleagues. Telling yourself this 
may protect your self-esteem but it 
won’t make you a better leader. So 
trust the research: in all likelihood, 
there are other people around you 
who are better at these skills. That 
does not mean that you lack the ability 
to empathise or that you will always fail 
to consider opposing points of view. 
However, you may need to make much 
more of a conscious effort to consider 
the thoughts and feelings of others.

For example, when you believe that 
an initiative or project is right for the 
organisation, be careful not to assume 
that all of your colleagues agree. 
Consider that silence is not always the 
same as agreement. Encourage others 
to speak up and point out fl aws in your 
thinking that you can then fi x.

Seek also feedback on your 
personal behaviour. People will rarely 
tell more senior individuals what they 
actually think unless you specifi cally 
invite them to. Tell your colleagues that 
you want to learn from your mistakes 
rather than have them kowtow and tell 
you that everything about you is fi ne.

Finally, be sure to thank people 
for their candid opinions and 
constructive criticism. The moment you 
show any anger or even mere irritation, 
you will almost certainly cut off any 
future such feedback. ■

For more information:

talentspace.co.uk

@robyeung

Leading skills

Watch Dr Rob Yeung 
expand on these themes at bit.
ly/ACCA-Yeung10
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The perfect: way to say no

Refusals seldom go down well in working life, particularly when the 
person on the receiving end is a boss. However, as career-limiting as 

it may appear, sometimes saying no is the right course.
The problem with saying yes repeatedly is that it effectively 

cheapens you. You may have fallen into the habit of saying yes 
regardless of workload or any reservations about the task you’re 
being asked to take on. However, saying yes simply because we 
always do so, even when we suspect it isn’t the right course of 

action, can lower others’ respect for us. 
By saying yes while holding back on concerns that a task 

is uncommercial, or worse, leaves us exposed professionally, 
we’re only setting ourselves and our employers up for real pain 
further down the track.

The trick is to hold back on the knee-jerk response in favour 
of a more reasoned, analytical one. So instead of ‘No, because 

that’s completely the wrong tack to take with that client’ or ‘But 
didn’t you say in your presentation that that’s not our value add?’, 

try ‘I can see why client X might want that from us, but I have some 
concerns that this might lead to over-servicing’ or ‘I wonder whether 
we need to involve our internal audit colleagues for their perspective on 
where this positions us.’ 

At all costs avoid putting yourself in the frame for any more 
shouldering of the burden. Putting a commercial and professional spin 
on things will keep you from appearing self-serving. And self-serving 

refuseniks are seldom good persuaders.

Questions, questions
Job interviews are daunting 
enough without having 
to field awkward and 
embarrassing questions from 
your interviewer. So spare a 
thought for the accountants 
whose grilling included having 
to answer whether they wear 
a vest in bed and what their 
favourite flower is. These are 
some of the more off-the-wall 
interview questions uncovered 
by job site careersinaudit.com 
in a survey of UK jobseekers. 

One accountant was asked 
how their mother would 
describe them, while another 
was expected to break into 
song. Some questions broke 
legal boundaries, with one 
jobseeker being asked why they 
hadn’t married and another 
expected to reveal when they 
were planning to have children. 

The research also 
uncovered some seemingly 
reasonable questions that 
candidates did not approve of. 
These included ‘What is your 
greatest weakness?’ and ‘Why 
do you want to join us?’

 
Singapore goes soft
Singaporean finance 
professionals are more likely 
to secure a good role in 2017 
if they have a flexible and 
nimble mindset, as well as the 
ability to work independently.

According to recruiter 
Hays, employers’ preference 
for personality and strong soft 
skills are the top talent trend in 
Singapore for 2017, followed 
by opportunities in tech start-
up firms and roles that support 
digital transformation. There 
is also likely to be a big focus 
on data analytics during the 
year, which will benefit finance 
professionals since they are 
typically the guardians of their 
organisations’ most important 
data. Risk control will be 
another priority. 

Hays’ list of top-10 talent 
trends highlights longer 
hiring processes and greater 
gender diversity as additional 
trends to watch this year. 

Recruitment will become more 
rigorous due to organisations 
becoming increasingly 
cautious about hiring-related 
costs. Meanwhile, companies 
are specifically requesting 
shortlists that include an even 
number of females and males.

‘Employers are fully 
prepared for the volatile 
nature of the market,’ says 
Lynne Roeder, managing 
director of Hays in Singapore. 
‘They will hire candidates who 
have strong personalities, as 
they can adapt easily to fast-
changing market conditions.’ 

IT expertise appeals in Oz
Australian finance 
professionals with specialised 
skillsets, strong IT skills and 
superior business acumen will 
find themselves ahead of the 
competition when it comes to 
applying for jobs in 2017.

According to recruiter 
Robert Half, the rise of 
automation and financial 
digitisation are leading to 
finance professionals with 

well-developed IT skills being 
increasingly sought after. 
Candidates who fit this profile 
are therefore well placed to 
negotiate good packages.

‘Finance professionals 
aspiring to a higher salary 
in 2017 will need to not only 
possess sufficient finance 
skills and qualifications, but 
also encompass IT skills into 
their CV, such as IT auditing, 
system infiltration projects 
and project planning of data 
migration,’ says David Jones, 
senior managing director at 
Robert Half Asia Pacific. ‘In 
Australia, particularly in New 
South Wales, these candidates 
are in short supply and will 
have the leverage to negotiate 
a generous package.’ 

Nevertheless, finance 
professionals will be expected 
to work hard for their money. 
‘Pay rises will be awarded to 
those who can better manage 
an increased workload while 
still delivering high results 
for their company, and to 
those who involve themselves 

more in the company projects, 
and who actively try to 
make improvements where 
necessary,’ Jones says. 

Chinese want influence
Influencing business strategy 
is the primary challenge for 
most finance departments in 
China, according to research 
released at the end of last 
year. Deloitte’s China CFO 
Survey 2016 Q3 found that 
the second-biggest challenge 
is providing the metrics, 
information and tools that 
organisations need to make 
sound business decisions, 
while securing and retaining 
finance talent came third.

More than 100 CFOs from 
a range of different businesses 
operating in China participated 
in the research, which also 
found that nearly two-fifths 
(38%) had become less 
optimistic about the country’s 
economic prospects over the 
preceding three months. ■

Sally Percy, journalist
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All change
When leading organisational change, don’t overlook the power of technology to help 
you increase employee engagement and deliver the right results, says Alison Young

journey is the organisational equivalent of putting a blindfold on 
people and asking them to ‘follow my leader’ across unsure and 
rugged terrain to an uncertain destination, it’s not going to be a 
good experience. 

The path of the leader is different. While it’s true that they 
may be as uncertain about parts of the journey as the people 
they lead, they are at least in relative control, so their emotional 
state will be different. This makes it challenging for them to 
appreciate just how powerless others can feel during change.

Two-way dialogue
The goal therefore is to help employees become part of the 
change and not just the passive recipients of it – finding genuine 
ways to make sure people feel connected to what’s going 
on, are clear about their role in the change process and able 
to contribute ideas. There is nothing more demotivating for 
employees than not being able to have input into a solution that 
they will have to implement, knowing that it won’t work. In short, 
having a two-way dialogue about the changes taking place will 
increase employee engagement and potentially speed up the 
implementation of the changes, improving their sustainability 
over time. Even when the context is confidential, any kind of 
involvement from employees will make a positive difference to 
the ‘return on investment’ of change.

Because of this, no matter what their technical expertise, 
leaders need to be great communicators, authentic and 
transparent in their messaging, and prepared to listen. It’s not 
enough simply to broadcast the change messages. Instead, 

they need to listen and respond to 
the fears and anxieties voiced by their 
people. And with the rise of technology 
generally in organisations, and social 
media specifically, leaders need to be 
active participants in online discussions 
in order to engage directly with people 
on the issues that matter.  

A head of finance cannot hide 
behind someone in the corporate 
communications team to respond 
on their behalf to the comments 
and questions on the intranet or the 
corporate social media platform. Staff 
will soon figure out that it’s not the 
finance head who’s actually posting, 
and as a result, trust in that leader will 
diminish – a trust that will be hard to 

The list of trends affecting the workplace today keeps 
getting longer: multiple generations in one workforce, 
digital disruption of business models, big data, the 

outsourcing of activities ever further up the value chain. The 
list goes on. And if more evidence were needed, the leaders 
of 77% of organisations say that, over the next five years, 
a major objective will be to further integrate processes and 
technologies on a global scale. As ACCA’s recent research 
Professional accountants – the future shows, professional 
accountants can’t ignore these trends. In fact, they need 
to be leading the change in many of these areas. But is 
traditional change actually working?

Reputable consultancies such as McKinsey and PwC, and 
credible academics like John Kotter, have for some years been 
pointing to a 60% to 70% failure rate of organisational change 
projects. Even if those figures are exaggerated, as some 
argue, that still adds up to a lot of lost investment and a lot of 
wasted management time – time and resources that could have 
dropped to the bottom line, or been devoted to sales or new 
product development.

So what is going wrong with change and why isn’t it delivering 
the results that we expect? To get some clues about what could 
help increase the success rate of organisational change and 
transformation, we need to look at the very trends that are 
causing change to happen in the first place. 

The increasing number of millennials in the workplace have 
different expectations from previous generations; they demand 
that leaders at every level in the organisation are accountable 
and transparent, and they expect 
two-way communication, particularly 
during periods of change. That can 
be hard on leaders who fear that bad 
news will be demoralising and will 
send loyal employees running for the 
door. After all, any change – even that 
based around ‘good news’, such as 
market expansion or new strategic 
opportunities – carries within it the 
seeds of disruption. This could mean a 
different job, a different location, a new 
boss, new work processes or a shifting 
organisational culture.

Any type of change means a step 
into the unknown. It’s part of the 
human condition to want to be in 
control of one’s destiny. If the change 

There is 
nothing more 

demotivating for 
employees than 

not being able to 
have input into 
a solution they 

know won’t work
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win back. It’s not a lot better if that leader delegates their posts 
in a transparent way, because people expect their senior leaders 
to be visible and authentic across a range of media.

Leaders need to keep in touch with what people are thinking 
and feeling to make their communications meaningful and 
useful. The annual – or even quarterly – engagement survey 
just doesn’t deliver information quickly enough to leaders on 
specific change issues. At best it’s a month out of date once all 

the data has been analysed and interpreted. Leaders 
need to react quickly (in, dare we say, as real time as 

possible) when there is employee resistance; and 
their response needs to be targeted precisely to 

where it’s needed. Most organisations’ legacy 
systems for collecting feedback on how 
people are coping with change feel slow, 
and are slow. That’s if they have them at all.  

Insights from big data
There is surely a place for a different 
approach to finding out the views of 
employees on change topics. Software 
can help us reach into all parts of the 
organisation to gather opinion and – 
just as importantly – get the insights to 
leaders as quickly as possible. This ‘big 
data’ can help leaders and their change 
teams respond directly to the issues 
that matter most to employees. Only in 

this way can leaders show that they are 
accountable and willing to respond.

How can we challenge the way we ‘do’ 
change? We have to review IT systems and 

work processes to make sure they are fit for 
purpose, while building in reviews of the way 

we work to give people their voice to build trust 
through change. 
Countless studies have shown that if people don’t get 

the opportunity to say what they feel and think, in ways that 
are intuitive and accessible, the risk of resistance is increased. 

High levels of engagement and two-way communication – 
along with senior-level involvement and sponsorship – is key 
to successful change. If we’re serious about increasing the 
return on change investment, we need to start thinking and 
acting differently. We don’t need to create another change 
management methodology; we just need to make sure that 
there is more consistency across the organisation, including 
the use of templates and language, and that managers are 
trained in how to use these. So rather than trying to reinvent 
change management itself, let’s invest in how we listen better to 
employees, using technology that matches their expectations 
and enables us to respond quickly to overcome resistance in 
authentic and powerful ways. ■

Alison Young is a consultant at change management specialist 
EchoChanges; echochanges.com
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Leadership in the bloodLeadership in the blood
In the fi rst in a series looking at the leadership characteristics you are born with as against 
those that can be learnt, David Parmenter looks at traits that are part of your DNA

Welch was all about making business fun, realising that it is not 
life or death but a game you want to win.

Crisis management
Martin Luther King summed leadership up perfectly: ‘The 
ultimate measure of a man [leader] is not where he stands in 
moments of comfort and convenience, but where he stands in 
times of challenge and controversy.’

As Drucker said, great leaders anticipate the storm. They 
know that leadership is a ‘foul-weather job’ and thus are 
prepared for the crisis when it arrives. Welch handled each crisis 
on the following assumptions:

* The crisis will be worse than it first appears.

* The bad news will come out sometime so you may as well 
face the music now.

* The situation will be portrayed in the worst possible light 
by ‘the press’.

* There will be carnage.

* The organisation will survive.
Shackleton’s sense of humour was always to the fore in a crisis. 
As management writer Tom Peters says about bad times, ‘I can 
say with conviction and confi dence that this is when it gets fun 
for talented and imaginative leaders.’

Next steps
1. Find out more about hostmanship at hostmanship.com.
2. Email me at parmenter@waymark.co.nz for some 

suggestions to make work more fun.
3. Book a leadership course as soon as possible. I still have 

contacts from the course I attended over 30 years ago. ■

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

A key trait found in the DNA of every good leader is 
integrity. This cannot be grown easily or quickly. Many 
a corporate collapse has unearthed a major shortfall 

in integrity and honesty. In organisations where ‘money is 
worshipped’, you will fi nd a lack of values, and behaviour 
among executives and staff fi t only for the jungle.  

Leadership guru and former GE CEO Jack Welch was one 
of the fi rst leaders to talk about ‘candour’ – being honest 
and upfront. He said it has many benefi ts, as it allows more 
people into the conversation, generates speed, cuts costs and 
encourages underperformers to refl ect and move forward. 

Then there is ‘loving thy neighbour as thyself’. We must 
have a greater driving force than simply looking after number 
one. Many great leaders exhibit a spiritual element. Author and 
speaker Jan Gunnarsson says that hostmanship is the way we 
make people feel welcome. He notes that the ability to be a host 
is infl uenced by our past, both in experiences at home and with 
role models. No wonder so many of us have issues here. 

Humility is also a factor. This doesn’t mean you don’t use public 
relations, nor that you cannot lay claim to your achievements. It 
simply means that you treat other people as equals.

Welch also says it is important for a leader to have ‘positive 
energy, the capacity to go-go-go with healthy vigour and an 
upbeat attitude through good times and bad’. This means that 
you also need the ability to energise others – to release the team 
members’ positive energy ‘to take any hill’.  

Welch, British explorer Ernest Shackleton, naval hero Horatio 
Nelson and former British prime minister Winston Churchill were 
passionate about what they wanted to achieve. Their passion 
ignited the energy in the people reporting to them and attracted 
like-minded individuals to their inner core.

Another leadership guru, Peter Drucker, pointed out that 
many leaders are unable to appreciate success. He believed 
most people brush the evidence of success aside because they 
are ‘problem focused’. However, says Welch, ‘Work is too much 
a part of life not to recognise moments of achievement. Grab 
as many celebrations as you can. Make a big deal out of them.’ 

For more information:

davidparmenter.com
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A funny old game
The IASB has entered the lion’s den with papers on goodwill and 
intangibles acquired in a business combination, says Adam Deller

The English football pundit 
Gary Lineker once said, 
‘Football is a simple game. 
Twenty-two men chase a ball 
for 90 minutes and in the 
end, the Germans win.’

Yet for a simple game, 
football generates more 
debate and ideas 
than many other 
topics in society. It 
can be simple and 
enjoyable, but it 
really is a game of 
opinions. Part of 
the fun is in the 
discussion.

Whilst 
accounting 
standards 
may not 
lead to the 
same level 
of heated 
debate as 
the relative 
merits of José 
Mourinho versus 
Pep Guardiola, 
there are certain 
topics that can get 
the juices flowing. They 
may not get the airtime of 
some of the more high-profile 
business controversies, but 
they cause great discussion 

amongst those of us who are 
unashamed to have favourite 
accounting standards. 

One such topic 
is the accounting 
treatment 
for goodwill. 
Ever since the 
introduction of 
IFRS 3, Business 
Combinations, it 
has been a source 
of constant debate 
and opinion. 
Following the post-
implementation 
review (PIR) of the 
converged IFRS 3, 
the International 

Accounting Standards 
Board (IASB) and Financial 
Accounting Standards 
Board (FASB) in the US both 
have projects focusing on 
goodwill and intangible 
assets recognised in a 
business combination.

This is one of the research 
projects that the IASB will look 
to develop in 2017. The IASB 
has issued two staff papers 
to demonstrate progress, 
focusing on two main areas.

Goodwill and other 
intangibles 
The PIR identified concerns 
that, for some intangible 
assets, the requirement to 
include them at fair value is 
costly (because of the need 
to use valuation specialists), 

complex and time consuming.
Some users commented 

that valuations can often 
involve such subjectivity 
that they do not provide 
any useful information, 
commonly citing customer 
relationship intangible assets 
and brands as problematic 
areas. Conversely (and as this 
is goodwill, there are always 
going to be strongly opposing 
views), some users support 
recognising these intangible 
assets separately because this 
provides an insight on why 
an acquisition was made and 
about the primary assets/value 
drivers of the acquiree »

Ever since the 
introduction of 

IFRS 3, accounting 
treatment of 
goodwill has 

been a source of 
constant debate 

and opinion
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Under the current treatment, the recoverable amount of the CGUs at acquisition would 
simply show that neither is impaired, but is used for no other purpose. Under the PH 
approach, it could be seen that CGU A has a PH of $100,000, while CGU B has a PH of 
$500,000. This headroom will be considered in future impairment calculations.

At the date of the impairment review, let’s assume that the recoverable amounts of 
the CGUs (including the allocated net assets and goodwill) decrease to $3.1m and $3.2m 
respectively. We’ll assume that the carrying amounts remain unchanged at the date of the 
impairment review. Under the current method, this would give the following result:

Carrying amount of net assets at acquisition
Recoverable amount of CGU at acquisition
Pre-acquisition headroom

Allocated net assets of subsidiary at acquisition
Allocated goodwill of subsidiary at acquisition

Carrying amount of net assets (including subsidiary)
Allocated goodwill
Total carrying amount

Recoverable amount of CGU

Carrying amount of net assets (including subsidiary)
Allocated goodwill
PH (not recognised as an asset)
Total carrying amount including PH

Recoverable amount of CGU

CGU A
 $000
1,500
1,600
  100

   800
   600   

CGU B
 $000
1,500
2,000
  500

   800
   600

CGU A
  $000
 2,300
    600
2,900

3,100

CGU B
  $000
 2,300
    600
2,900

3,200

CGU A
  $000
 2,300
    600
    100
3,000

 3,100

CGU B
  $000
 2,300
    600
    500
3,400

 3,200

Currently, the recoverable amount of both CGUs exceed the carrying amount of the net 
assets and goodwill, so no impairment would be recorded to either.

If we consider the same figures using the PH approach:

Under this treatment, CGU A would still not be impaired. CGU B would now have to record 
some impairment, as the recoverable amount of $3.2m is lower than the carrying amount 
plus PH of $3.4m. The PH approach shows that while the goodwill appears to be unimpaired 
using the recognised net assets, this is due to the shielding effect of the pre-acquisition 
headroom. Once this is included in the calculation, goodwill is impaired by $200,000. 

The current suggestion is that the PH is only calculated on acquisition, and not 
subsequently remeasured, unless a further subsidiary is acquired, at which point it will then 
be remeasured at this date.

them separately. This would 
be either where reliable 
measurement is difficult, or for 
internally generated intangible 
assets. However, it would 
create a paradoxical problem: 
whilst this would be consistent 
with IAS 38, Intangible Assets 
in the non-recognition of 
internally generated intangible 
assets, it would be inconsistent 
with IAS 38 in the accounting 
for acquired intangible assets 
that are identifiable.

Whilst there is merit in the 
subsuming approaches, there 
appears to be little demand to 
exclude other intangibles if it 
would have the effect of being 
rolled up into goodwill, given 
the challenges that are facing 
the IASB with impairment of 
goodwill.

In summary, IASB staff 
feel that there needs to be a 
strong argument in making 
changes to IFRS 3 in respect of 
other intangibles, particularly 
as the requirements for 
intangible assets in a 
business combination have 
already been amended twice 
since 2004. 

Despite this, there 
is an acknowledgement 
that the guidance about 
intangible assets acquired 
in a business combination 
could be improved, and this 
is where that IASB’s focus 
will be on the issue. With the 
continuing development of 
technology and customer 
data, the IASB suggests that 
some attention should be 
paid to providing guidance 
over customer-related 
intangible assets.

As companies now keep 
much more significant 
information about customers, 
one proposal is to refer to 
this information as customer 
data rather than customer 
lists. In addition, the IASB 
staff do not think that the 
basis for recognising these 
as assets should result from 
whether the customer has 
a contract with the entity or 
not. While data protection 

Illustration of the pre-acquisition headroom (PH) approach

A company has several cash-generating units (CGUs) and acquires a new subsidiary in the 
year. As the subsidiary is a supplier of components to two specific CGUs, CGU A and CGU B, 
it allocates the goodwill evenly across these two CGUs.

some key areas to look at.
Consideration has been 

given to subsume some of 
the intangible assets into 
goodwill rather than recognise 

information for the users. 
Knowing (and acknowledging) 
that this will almost certainly 
be a foray into the game of 
opinions, IASB has chosen 

So, the IASB stands in the 
unenviable position of taking 
this forward and coming up 
with progress that is cost-
effective and provides useful 
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laws may prohibit personal 
data from being sold, 
general information about 
buyer preferences and 
demographics may well 
be more freely transferred. 
If this customer data is 
considered separable 
rather than contractual, then 
this may become significant 
in recognising it separately 
from goodwill.

Subsequent accounting 
for goodwill
Many participants from the 
PIR suggested reintroducing 
amortisation of goodwill, 
believing it reflects the 
consumption of the resources 
acquired over time. Despite 
this, many respondents still 
favoured an impairment-
only approach, and it is this 
approach that the IASB is 

largely focusing 
on. Whilst mixed 
amortisation 
and impairment 
will be looked 
at, it appears 
much more likely 
that the current 
impairment-only 
model will hold, 
with improvements.

The major 
criticism that the 
IASB is considering 
is that impairment 
is often recognised 

too slowly and in too small 
amounts, being therefore 
‘too little, too late’. One 
way in which the IASB is 
responding to this is through 
the development of a new 
approach within the current 
impairment-only model, called 
the pre-acquisition headroom 
(PH) approach.

Pre-acquisition 
headroom approach
The PH approach relates 
to circumstances in which 
acquired goodwill is allocated 
to pre-existing cash-generating 
units (CGUs) of the acquirer. 
Here, the concern is that the 
CGU may have a recoverable 
amount higher than its 
carrying amount at the date 
of acquisition, meaning that 
when the goodwill is allocated 
to the CGU, this excess (the 
pre-acquisition headroom) 
will effectively shield the 
goodwill from impairment.

The PH approach aims 
to incorporate the PH, 
measured at the acquisition 
date, into the impairment 
test calculation, so that this 
‘sheltering effect’ is removed 
(see illustration in the box).

The future
There is clearly a long way to 
go on the goodwill project. 
The IASB has come up with 
some interesting thoughts 
on how to better clarify 
and improve accounting 
for goodwill. Clearly it will 
never be met with universal 
approval, but as we know, 
part of the enjoyment is in 
the debate. It may not quite 
be the talk of the town for 
ordinary members of the 
public, but for those of us with 
a keen interest, there is plenty 
to keep us going. ■

Adam Deller is a financial 
reporting specialist and lecturer

In accounting 
for goodwill, 

it is likely that 
the current 

impairment-
only model 

will hold, with 
improvements
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Technical update
A monthly roundup of the latest developments in taxation, audit, codes, standards, 
agreements, guidance, proposals and consultations across Asia Pacific

Hong Kong

Lessons for directors
The Hong Kong Stock 
Exchange has announced a 
new training programme for 
company directors, sparked 
by concerns that they too 
often fail in their duties and 
are insufficiently proactive. 
The programme, which will 
launch by 31 March, will include 
training on directors’ duties; 
the role and functions of board 
committees; risk management 
and internal control; the role of 
company secretaries (including 
board secretaries); and initial 
public offerings. 

Shenzhen connects
The Shenzhen-Hong Kong 
Stock Connect system, 
linking the stock exchanges 
of Hong Kong and Shenzhen 
in mainland China, has been 
launched. Building on the 
Shanghai-Hong Kong Stock 
Connect programme launched 
in 2014, the Shenzhen-Hong 
Kong Stock Connect offers 
international and Hong Kong 
investors direct access to many 
mainland China companies, 
offering mainland investors 
100 small cap stocks listed in 
Hong Kong. 

In agreement
An agreement between 
Hong Kong and Romania 
on avoiding double taxation 
and preventing income tax 
evasion has entered into force. 
The agreement also covers 
royalties, capital gains and 
other income. 

Amalgamation provision
Hong Kong’s Inland Revenue 
Department has issued 
guidance on how it plans to 

tax companies amalgamated 
without a court order, where 
such mergers were not 
undertaken to create a tax 
benefit. The advice will apply 
until formal provisions are 
made within the HK Inland 
Revenue Ordinance to deal 
with such circumstances. 

Improving accountability
The Hong Kong Securities 
and Futures Commission has 
issued a circular to all licensed 

corporations on heightening 
the accountability of senior 
management and promoting 
awareness of their obligations. 
The circular includes 
advice on who should 
be regarded as a senior 
manager. From 18 April, 
corporate licence applicants 
and existing licensed 
corporations must submit 
up-to-date management 
structure information and 
organisation charts. 

Handbook revised
The Hong Kong Institute of 
Certified Public Accountants 
has released a revised 
members’ handbook with 
updated guidance on issues 
such as liaison with law 
enforcement, taxation fraud, 
negligence and statutory 
information disclosure. 

Standards on the way
The Hong Kong Institute of 
Certified Public Accountants 

Hong Kong’s Securities and Futures 
Commission (SFC) and the Hong Kong Stock 
Exchange have put listed companies on 
notice that they will closely monitor rights 
issues and open offers that substantially 
dilute the interests of non-subscribing 
minority shareholders.

In a joint statement, the SFC and the 
exchange have said they fear in some 

cases deals have been conducted without 
complying with requirements to give fair and 
equal treatment to all shareholders. Both 
bodies are reviewing relevant listing rules. 
And the exchange says it is rigorously vetting 
relevant draft announcements, refusing to 
grant approval to such moves in two recent 
cases – see bit.ly/hkex-dec16 and bit.ly/
hkex-rules.

Crackdown on minority shareholder abusers
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has warned members 
to prepare for incoming 
reporting standards, 
namely HKFRS 9, Financial 
Instruments, and HKFRS 15, 
Revenue from Contracts with 
Customers, which come into 
force from 1 January 1 2018; 
and HKFRS 16, Leases, in force 
from 1 January 2019. 

Mainland China

High-tech credit boost
China is testing a new 
income tax credit policy in 
15 selected Chinese cities, 
including Shanghai, Suzhou, 
Tianjin and Harbin, for local 
companies providing services 
for clients within and outside 
China, according to the 
ministry of finance. Under the 
policy, which is due to come 
into force on 31 December 
2017, companies operating 
in eight sectors – including 
IT services, industrial design, 
crossborder intellectual 
property rights out-licensing 
and scientific research – 
will not pay 15% of their 
income tax. The policy aims 
to improve China’s service 
sector in high-tech services, 
expanding the country’s 
existing export model which 
relies heavily on products 
from labour intensive 
industries. China is losing 
its edge in such sectors to 
competing emerging market 
countries, because its labour 
costs are rising.

Tax hike for company cars
Businesses in mainland 
China offering company 
cars to their employees 
and executives are set to 
pay more tax, with the 
government increasing sales 
tax by 10% for luxury small 
vehicles priced at more than 
CNY1.3m, excluding VAT, 
according to China’s state 
administration of taxation. 
The tax hike applies to 
vehicles manufactured in 
China as well as imported cars 
and commercial vehicles.

Malaysia

Analytics alliance
The Securities Commission 
Malaysia has signed 
a memorandum of 
understanding with MIMOS, 
the country’s research and 
development centre in ICT, 
to jointly develop a capital 
market advanced analytics 
platform. The goal is 
leveraging new technology 
to process a higher volume 
of data from sources beyond 
traditional data sets, building 
Malaysia’s big data capability 
in capital markets. 

IRB gives steer
The Inland Revenue Board 
of Malaysia has released 
guidelines on how and when 
employees of ocean-going 
ships sailing in international 
waters should pay tax in 
Malaysia – usually when 
the vessel is owned by a 
Malaysian national. 

Stamp duty change
The Malaysian government 
has released the text of a 
new Stamp (Amendment) Bill 
2016, which would reform 
how stamp duty is paid in 
Malaysia. Changes include 
new fines for infringements, 
the drafting and collection of 
stamp duty documents, and 
electronic payments. .

More ringgit flexibility
Malaysia’s central bank, the 
Bank Negara Malaysia, has 

said that a new Appointed 
Overseas Office Framework 
system will give additional 
flexibility on Malaysian 
ringgit transactions in foreign 
jurisdictions. It sets rules on 
how a non-resident financial 
institution appointed by a 
licensed onshore bank can 
undertake back-to-back 
transactions between non-
residents and residents. 
It now includes additional 
transactions such as foreign 
exchange hedging, opening a 
ringgit account and extended 
ringgit trade financing. 

Singapore

Fighting cybercrime
Singapore’s central bank – 
the Monetary Authority of 
Singapore – has announced 
that it will work with the US-
based and global Financial 
Services Information Sharing 
and Analysis Center to create 
an Asia Pacific Regional 
Intelligence and Analysis 
Centre on cybercrime. Based 
in Singapore by June, it will 
encourage regional sharing 
and analysis of cybersecurity 
information within the financial 
services sector. It will employ 
local analysts monitoring cyber 
threats to member financial 
institutions.

Stay transparent
Singapore’s Accounting 
and Corporate Regulatory 
Authority has released a 
comprehensive guidance 

note advising 
how troubled 
companies 
should be reliably 
transparent about 
their financial 
difficulties. It 
also advises on 
impairment tests 
of long-lived 
assets, as well as 
assessments of 
whether one-off 
significant gains or 
losses affect long 
term prospects. 

Get set for IFRS
The Accounting Standards 
Council (ASC) has told 
Singapore-listed incorporated 
companies to ensure that they 
are preparing for the country’s 
International Financial 
Reporting Standards (IFRS)-
based reporting standards, 
which are mandatory from 
1 January 2018. The ASC 
stressed that new IFRS-
based standards on revenue 
recognition and financial 
instruments would apply, 
which may have significant 
implications across different 
industries. 

Total asset guidance
The Inland Revenue Authority 
of Singapore (IRAS) has 
released guidance on applying 
the ‘total asset method’ of 
attributing common interest 
expenses to income producing 
and non-income producing 
assets. The target is taxpayers 
claiming deduction of interest 
expenses and borrowing 
costs incurred on loans or 
borrowings. 

More agreements
Singapore has signed more 
automatic exchange of 
financial account information 
agreements with the aim 
of deterring tax evasion by 
taxpayers through using 
offshore bank accounts. The 
latest jurisdictions signing 
such deals with the city-state 
include Canada, Finland, the 
Netherlands and Iceland. 

Pact in force
Changes to a Singapore-
Russian Federation 
Avoidance of Double Taxation 
Agreement have entered 
into force. They include 
lengthening the threshold 
period for determining 
permanent establishment 
and lowering withholding tax 
rates for dividends, interest 
and royalties. ■

Keith Nuthall and Wang 
Fangqing, journalists

Businesses 
in mainland 

China offering 
company cars to 
their employees 
and executives 

are set to pay 
more tax
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All together now
Ramesh Ruben Louis looks at how consolidation, associates and 
joint ventures are dealt with under the MPERS framework

In the second of a four-part 
series on the Malaysian 
Private Entities Reporting 
Standard (MPERS), which is 
effective for private entities in 
Malaysia from 1 January 2016, 
we take a closer look at how 
it impacts group accounting 
and accounting for associates 
and joint ventures as well as 
some key changes from the 
previous PERS framework.

Consolidation
Section 9 of MPERS requires 
a parent entity to present 
consolidated fi nancial 
statements in which it 
consolidates its investments 
in subsidiaries. However, 
a parent need not present 
consolidated fi nancial 
statements if the parent itself 
is a subsidiary, and its ultimate 
parent (or any intermediate 
parent) produces consolidated 
general purpose fi nancial 
statements that comply with 
Malaysian Financial Reporting 
Standards or MPERS. A parent 
is also exempted if it has no 
subsidiaries other than those 
acquired with the intention of 
selling or disposing of it within 
one year. Nevertheless, an 
ultimate Malaysian parent shall 
present consolidated fi nancial 
statements that consolidate its 
investments in subsidiaries in 
accordance with MPERS when 
either the parent or the group 
is a reporting entity or both 
the parent and the group are 
reporting entities. Under the 
PERS framework, a parent is 
exempted from consolidating 
its subsidiary if it operates under 
severe long-term restrictions; 
however, such an exemption is 
not available under MPERS. 

Section 9 also requires 
consolidation of special-

purpose entities (SPE), which 
a reporting entity controls. 
An entity may be created to 
accomplish a narrow objective 
– for example, to effect a 
lease, undertake research 
and development activities 
or securitise fi nancial assets. 
Such an SPE may take the 
form of a corporation, trust, 
partnership or unincorporated 
entity. Under the PERS 
framework (MASB 11), there 
was no explicit mention on 
consolidating SPEs. 

In terms of consolidation 
procedures, section 9’s 
requirements remain largely 
similar to that under the PERS 
framework which encompasses 
elimination of investment in 
subsidiaries, full elimination 
of intragroup balances and 
transactions and any resulting 
unrealised profi ts, use of 
uniform accounting policies 
and use of fi nancial statements 
drawn from the same reporting 
date. However, when it comes 
to the measurement of non-
controlling interests (minority 
interests under the PERS 
framework), there is a signifi cant 
difference. Under the PERS 
framework (MASB 11.35), losses 
applicable to the minority in a 
consolidated subsidiary that 
exceeds the minority interest 
in the equity of the subsidiary 
(and any further losses) are 
charged against the majority 
interest (ie the parent). If the 
subsidiary subsequently makes 
profi ts, the majority interest 
(ie the parent) is allocated all 
such profi ts until the minority’s 
share of losses previously 
absorbed by the majority 
has been recovered. Under 
section 9 of MPERS, profi t or 
loss and each component of 
other comprehensive income 

shall be attributed to the 
owners of the parent and to the 
non-controlling interest. Total 
comprehensive income shall 
be attributed to the owners of 
the parent and to the non-
controlling interest even if this 
results in the non-controlling 
interest having a defi cit balance. 

Investment in associates
Under section 14 of MPERS, an 
entity is given an accounting 
policy choice to account for 
its associates using either a 
cost model, fair value model 
or equity method. The 
PERS framework generally 
required all investments in 
associates to be accounted 
for under the equity method 
in the consolidated fi nancial 
statements of the investor. 
However, if the investor did 
not present any consolidated 
fi nancial statements, the 
investment is accounted for 
under the cost method or at 

revalued amount in its fi nancial 
statements. The effect of 
equity accounting was only 
disclosed in the notes to the 
fi nancial statements. 

Under the cost model 
in MPERS, an investor shall 
measure its investments in 
associates, other than those 
for which there is a published 
price quotation, at cost less 
any accumulated impairment 
losses. It is imperative to note 
that investments in associates 
for which there is a published 
price quotation must be 
accounted for using the fair 
value model. Under the equity 
method of accounting, an 
equity investment is initially 
recognised at the transaction 
price (including transaction 
costs) and is subsequently 
adjusted to refl ect the 
investor’s share of the profi t or 
loss and other comprehensive 
income of the associate. Under 
MPERS, there is no prohibition 
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on the equity method if there 
are no consolidated fi nancial 
statements presented. For the 
fair value model, an investment 
in an associate is recognised 
initially at the transaction 
price, excluding transaction 
costs. At each reporting date, 
an investor shall measure its 
investments in associates at fair 
value, with changes recognised 
in profi t or loss, using the fair 
valuation guidance in section 
11 of MPERS. An investor 
using the fair value model 
shall use the cost model for 
any investment in an associate 
for which it is impracticable 
to measure fair value reliably 
without undue cost or effort.

Just like PERS, MPERS also 
does not require disclosure 
of summarised fi nancial 
information about associates. 
For investment in associates 
measured using fair value, the 
entity shall disclose the basis 
for determining fair value, eg 
quoted market price in an 
active market or a valuation 
technique. When a valuation 
technique is used, the entity 
shall disclose the assumptions 
applied in determining fair 
value. If a reliable measure 
of fair value is no longer 
available, the entity shall 
disclose that fact.

Joint ventures
A joint venture is a contractual 
arrangement whereby two 
or more parties undertake 
an economic activity that is 
subject to joint control – the 
cornerstone in accounting for 
joint ventures. Joint control 
is the contractually agreed 
sharing of control over an 
economic activity, and exists 
only when the strategic, 
fi nancial and operating 
decisions relating to the activity 
require the unanimous consent 
of the parties sharing control 
(the venturers). Joint ventures 
can take the form of jointly 
controlled operations, jointly 
controlled assets or jointly 
controlled entities: 
Jointly controlled operations 
(JCO) This arrangement 
involves the use of the assets 
and other resources of the 
venturers rather than the 
establishment of a corporation, 
partnership or other entity, 
or a fi nancial structure that is 
separate from the venturers 
themselves. Each venturer uses 
its own property, plant and 
equipment and carries its own 
inventories. It also incurs its own 
expenses and liabilities and 
raises its own fi nance, which 
represent its own obligations. 

A venturer shall recognise 

in its own fi nancial statements:
i. the assets that it controls 

and the liabilities that it 
incurs, and

ii. the expenses that it incurs 
and its share of the income 
that it earns from the sale 
of goods or services by the 
joint venture.

Jointly controlled assets 
(JCA) These involve the joint 
control and often the joint 
ownership, by the venturers 
of one or more assets 
contributed to, or acquired 
for the purpose of, the joint 
venture and dedicated to the 
purposes of the joint venture. 

A venturer shall recognise 
in its own fi nancial statements:
a) its share of the jointly 

controlled assets, classified 
according to the nature of 
the assets

b) any liabilities that it has 
incurred

c) its share of any liabilities 
incurred jointly with the 
other venturers in relation 
to the joint venture

d) any income from the sale 
or use of its share of the 
output of the joint venture, 
together with its share of 
any expenses incurred by 
the joint venture, and

e) any expenses that it has 
incurred in respect of its 
interest in the joint venture.

The treatment for JCOs and 
JCAs under PERS and MPERS 
is rather similar. However, 
the difference arises when it 
comes to investments in jointly 
controlled entities (JCE). 

Investment in 
jointly controlled 
entities (JCE)
The accounting 
treatment for 
investment in JCE 
under the MPERS 
framework is similar 
to investment 
in associates, as 
discussed earlier, 
whereby a venturer 
has a policy choice 
in using either 
cost model, equity 
method or fair value 

model. But just like associates, 
a venturer shall measure its 
investments in jointly controlled 
entities for which there is a 
published price quotation 
using the fair value model. 
Proportionate consolidation is 
prohibited under MPERS and 
PERS (which was allowed under 
the previous IAS 31, Interests 
in Joint Ventures, superseded 
in 2013 by IFRS 11, Joint 
Arrangements).

Under PERS, a venturer of 
JCE uses the equity method 
in its consolidated fi nancial 
statements and applies the cost 
method or revalued amount in 
its separate fi nancial statements. 
If a venturer does not prepare 
consolidated fi nancial 
statements, it uses the cost 
method or revalued amount 
to measure its interest in JCE 
in its fi nancial statements, with 
the effects of equity accounting 
shown in the notes. 

When a venturer in a joint 
venture does not have joint 
control, it shall account for 
that investment in accordance 
with section 11 (ie as a 
fi nancial instrument) or, if it 
has signifi cant infl uence in the 
joint venture, in accordance 
with section 14 Investments 
in Associates. ■

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

There is no 
prohibition on the 

equity method 
if there are no 

consolidated 
financial 

statements 
presented
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Tips

Teo Siok Kee: ‘Aspiring accountants 
need to be committed to their job and 
to finishing the ACCA Qualification 
as this will be a stepping stone to a 
more prosperous career. In addition, 
attention to detail is a big plus for any 
good accountant, as this will allow 
them to look at the bigger picture and become more 
commercially astute.’

The accounting family
Accountancy and ACCA play a major role in the household of Sim Lian Hing and his wife 
Teo Siok Kee. Long-time ACCA members, they can count eight accountants in their family

Sim Lian Hing and Teo 
Siok Kee are partners in 
more ways than one. As 
well as being husband and 
wife, they are partners 
in their own accounting 
practice Sim & Teo in 
Melaka. And as if that 
didn’t add up to enough 
accountants in the family, 
their three children – two 
daughters and a son – are 
also ACCA members, 
and all their spouses are 
accountants working in 
practice and the corporate 
sector as well. 

Having so many 
accountants in the family 
means mealtimes during 
family gatherings are often 
focused, to say the least. 

‘In a family of eight 
accountants, we inevitably 
end up being very good at 
calculations. So this means 
when we eat fish balls, each 
person will automatically 
know their share based on the 
number of pieces ordered to 
make it ‘balanced’. 

And the organised 
approach doesn’t just extend 
to fair shares. ‘Whenever 
we buy any consumable 
or household products, as 
far as possible we tend to buy 
an extra one as a provision 
for when we have urgent 
needs,’ Sim jokes.

Accounting is in the family’s 
blood. The couple’s son 
Sim Siew Han and his wife 
Trina Tay Pei Fong are audit 
managers in Sim & Teo PLT. 
Tay, who graduated with a 
bachelor of accounting from 
the Multimedia University, is 
a member of the Malaysian 
Institute of Accountants.

Daughter Siew Shan, 
meanwhile, is head of 
finance with KLCC Group, 
while her husband, Eddie 
Chew Chun Liang, a CPA 
Australia member, is a partner 
in a private equity firm in 
Kuala Lumpur.

The couple’s other 
daughter, Siew Huay, is based 
in the UK, working as a senior 
technical manager with 
Deloitte in London. Her spouse 
Tim Ma Ting Hin, a member 
of the Institute of Chartered 
Accountants in England and 
Wales, is a finance manager 
with Inmarsat in London.

So how did this unusually 
consistent family focus come 
about? Teo says that’s an easy 
question to answer. ‘We did 
encourage them to become 
accountants and I am proud 
to say all of my children are 
ACCA qualified.’

Life-long partnership
That said, when Sim and 
Teo tied the knot back in 

are therefore well taken care 
of,’ says Sim, adding that his 
wife still takes charge of the 
office accounts, including the 
submission of the Goods and 
Services Tax 03 Returns. 

But being partners in life 
and at work is not always 
plain sailing. There can be 
‘drawbacks’, Sim admits.

‘Our conversations at home 
can be very work orientated, 
making it hard to switch 
off. All our office payments, 
including my salary, have to 
be approved by Teo,’ he says, 
wondering aloud, tongue in 
cheek, whether this is perhaps 
actually a disadvantage.

On the tricky question 
of who really heads the firm, 
Teo gives a ready answer. 
‘We are both equal partners 
and head up different fields,’ 
she says.

For Sim, the question of 
who is in charge is not an issue 
of contention. He stresses that 
having worked together for so 
long, it is generally ‘very easy’ 
to make decisions. 

‘For more complicated 
matters, we will normally act 
by mutual consensus, but in 
certain situations, one of us 
may be better placed to make 

1979, they had 
no idea that their 
household would 
eventually be filled 
with accountants. 

Nor did the 
couple have any 
qualms about 
bringing their 
partnership in life 
into the business 
world. They started 
their own practice 
in 1980 and have 
worked together as 
partners ever since. 

Before joining forces, 
Sim was working at the 
Inland Revenue Department 
in Melaka while Teo was 
employed by an audit firm in 
Kuala Lumpur. 

‘We were keen to spend 
more time together and set 
up our family so we decided 
to choose Melaka as our 
base. With my background 
training in taxation and my 
wife’s auditing experience, 
I feel we complement 
each other in our practice 
perfectly,’ he says.

The firm specialises in 
auditing (led by Teo), tax (led 
by Sim), plus secretarial and 
accounting services to cater 
for clients of all sizes.

After 36 years running 
the business together, 
Sim is convinced there 
are more advantages than 
disadvantages in running a 
practice with one’s spouse. 
‘An obvious advantage is that 
I have someone who truly 
understands me. 

‘In addition, we have 
different strengths so, 
for example, Teo handles 
office administration more 
efficiently than me and the 
firm’s finances and cash flows 

‘With my 
background in 

taxation and my 
wife’s auditing 

experience, I feel 
we complement 

each other in our 
practice perfectly’
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the decision. For example, 
we have agreed that in the 
area of auditing, my wife 
will make the key decisions 
and vice versa for taxation,’ 
he explains.

Sim and Teo are proud that 
their firm is now one of the 
more established practices in 
Melaka but both admit it was 
not always easy.

‘To establish our firm, 
we worked extremely hard 
in the early years – so this 
meant never taking a day off 
and probably overworking 
ourselves. At the same 
time, we were raising our 
children, making it even 
more challenging to maintain 
a work-life balance. I am 
happy to say that we have a 
much better balance now,’ 
says Sim.

Their main challenge is to 
pass the firm on to the next 
generation and ensure the 
succession of the brand.

The right qualification
A family where both the 
parents and all the children are 
ACCA qualified is rare. Teo has 
no doubt that ACCA was the 
right choice not only for her 
and her husband, but for their 
children as well.

‘The ACCA syllabus 
covers a wide range of 
areas which help to prepare 
accountants for working life. 
It also makes our recruitment 
process easier as we know 
any candidates with the 
qualification will have a 
minimum skillset. 

‘In addition, we have clients 
asking us a variety of questions 
and the ACCA Qualification 
helps to provide a good 
starting point,’ she adds.

Sim says he took up the 
ACCA Qualification because 
he was ‘determined to be a 
successful accountant’ and so 
wanted to obtain a recognised 
accountancy qualification. 

‘I found that not only is 
ACCA recognised in Malaysia, 
but worldwide too. So I 
commuted daily to a college 
an hour away, as they offered 
the ACCA Qualification 
through afternoon and 
evening classes. 

Prior to his ACCA studies, 
Sim worked part-time as 
a teacher in a Chinese 
independent school. ‘Whilst 
I enjoyed this immensely, 
I wanted to utilise my free 
time to learn a new skill 
which would allow me to 
support myself financially. 
I found that accountancy 
offered a strong career 
path and reasonable 
course costs’. 

Teo had her heart set on 
an accountancy career from 
the outset – though it was not 
such a popular career option 
back then. 

‘I had already decided 
that accountancy was my 

career of choice and I 
wanted to excel at it. ACCA 
was the most attractive 
option as it is recognised 
worldwide,’ she adds.

In fact, life could have 
been very different for Teo 
if she had not opted for 
ACCA. ‘I did a year as an 
apprentice to a quantity 
surveyor and was responsible 
for surveying the Seremban-
KL highway. 

Wise choice
‘However, as the weather is so 
hot in Malaysia, I decided to 
change profession! Family 
members recommended 
accountancy as a good 
career choice as well as one 
with affordable course fees,’ 
she adds.

For Sim and Teo, the choice 
has paid off and they haven’t 
looked back. ■

MK Lee, journalist
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Distance no object
Project management software can transform the way your team works – wherever 
they are. The secret is fi nding the right tool to suit your needs

When it comes to how we work, 
recent years have seen technology 
change everything. Unprecedented 
connectivity means companies need 
no longer be anchored by geography. 
Instead, telecommuting brings 
possibilities for a greatly expanded 
acquisition pool and an attractive 
option for employees that also plays 
a part in talent retention. At the same 
time, technology has also realigned 
expectations of productivity, no matter 
whether our colleagues are sat next to 
us or are several time zones away. 

With that in mind, a host of digital 
project management systems offer a 
means to streamline, manage 
and monitor activities to 
maximise output. Project 
management tools provide a 
kind of virtual HQ or operations 
centre for colleagues to plan, 
discuss, assign and contribute component 
tasks to specifi c projects. From plotting 
and tracking an underlying structure – 
budget, timelines, milestones – to offering 
big-picture overviews, right through to 
documenting a project’s fi ner details, 
they’re a single-platform toolbox, archive 
and administrator all rolled into one.

As the name suggests, project 
management tools are aimed at facilitating 
assignments with multiple stakeholders 
and many moving parts. However, they 
also incorporate task management systems 
for ongoing operations – payroll, for 
example. Such products 
are also available 
as standalone 
solutions. 

Even more 
straightforward 
are list apps. 

Just the thing for assigning tasks and 
setting deadlines within a team, they’re 
also great for personal admin such as 
organising group holidays and even 
wedding planning! 

Making the right choice
In order to determine which is right for 
you, it’s helpful to consider your work 
mainstay. An independent accountancy 
fi rm might focus more on day-to-day 
deliverables than in-depth projects, 
making task management software a 
sensible choice. Conversely, the output 
at a fi lm studio, for example, feeds into a 
broader, multilayered project that has a 

clear start and end date.
The real strength of project and 

task management tools is their 
capacity for real-time collaboration. 
Specifi cally, that means sharing 
documents, tracking changes and 

storing them centrally. In this way, work 
apps create an online offi ce, accessible 
from anywhere and geared up for 
precisely the kind of consultation and 
real-time feedback of a physical one 
- minus the distractions. What’s more, 
they’re a convenient means of storing 
a project’s assets in a single, easy-to-
access spot. 

In order to be effective, all team 
members must be on board and able to 
input data correctly. Check what kind of 
training or support providers offer. Also, 
think carefully about who will be using the 
tools – and where. While remote computer 
access goes 
without saying, in 
some instances 
a dedicated 
mobile app is also 
advantageous. 

The strength of project 
management tools is that 
they can be customised with 
add-ons. Essentially these are 
software from other providers 
for tailor-made solutions; for 
accountants they include Xero, 
QuickBooks and XXX. Add-ons for cloud-
based storage are also a useful addition 
– although do check their regional 
accessibility. Two of the most popular, 
DropBox and GoogleDrive, for example, 
cannot be accessed from within China 
without a virtual private network. 

Prices vary enormously, with most 
providers offering different tiers of service 
with variable storage capacity, add-
ons and users. Some even include free 
versions, although with limited services 
and scope. It’s also important to consider 
how different platforms charge – either 
per user or a fl at licence fee for a fi xed 
period. Depending on the size of your 
organisation, as well as its projections 

for growth, these factors could 
greatly affect overall cost.

Finally, a note on hosting: 
these are cloud-based, third-
party hosted, subscription-based 
‘software-as-a-service’ solutions. 

That makes them mobile, fl exible 
and low-cost. However, as with any 

cloud-based solution it’s really important to 
check service-level agreements for things 
like the frequency of back-ups and ‘uptime’ 
– operational time – as well as assess the 
robustness and security of data centres. 
If in doubt, ask and always request a free 
trial; any project management provider 
worth engaging will be happy to oblige! ■

Frances Arnold, 
journalist
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WorkflowMax
Xero acquired project management system WorkflowMax in 
2012, ensuring seamless integration across its software and 
tools. WorkflowMax offers dedicated tools for managing 
invoicing, purchases and timesheets, while the ‘Create a 
Report’ menu features tabs for things like tax returns and 
work-in-progress ledgers. Given its strength for generating 
and tracking invoices, WorkflowMax could suit independent 
practitioners and small businesses. If you already use Xero, 
the two can be synched, meaning that you’ll only need to 
enter data to one system. Prices are based on the number of 
users rather than features and it’s also available in Chinese. 
workflowmax.com

Also worth checking out: ProWorkflow, for its integration 
with third-party bookkeeping software, including Xero, 
QuickBooks, KashFlow and FreshBooks. proworkflow.com

Basecamp
The founding father of project management tools, since 
its launch in 2004 Basecamp claims 
to have amassed more than 100,000 
customers. It recently unveiled its third 
edition with several new features; 
these include reworking pre-existing 
email notifications to become more 
like a newsfeed, with regular synopses 
throughout the day. Communication 
is Basecamp’s strength; as well as 
instant messenger Campfire, for 
less urgent communication there’s 
a message board where teams can 
leave comments and share ideas – 
think email but without the unwieldy 
threads. A monthly flat fee regardless 
of company size makes Basecamp a 
cost-effective option for medium or 
large organisations. What’s more, the group really practices 
what it preaches: Basecamp staff are free to work wherever 
they wish, and are currently scattered across 32 cities 
worldwide. basecamp.com

Also worth checking out: for cost transparency, 
Zoho Projects also charges a flat fee for each of its 
three paid tiers. Available in Japanese, Chinese and 
Korean. zoho.com

Wrike
Quick to install and highly intuitive, Wrike is a popular 
choice. Three paid plans boast features such as 
interactive Gantt charts to easily visualise resources, as 
well as the option of sharing progress and reports with an 
unlimited number of external collaborators. A ‘Business’ 
tier features a built-in time tracker – a useful tool for 
accountants billing customers – as well as the option 
to impose a company’s own logo onto the interface for 
a more on-brand feel. If simple task management, file 
sharing and 2GB of storage will suffice, Wrike offers a free 
version for up to five users. It’s available in several different 

languages, including Japanese and Chinese. Android and 
iOS mobile apps are also available. wrike.com 

Also worth checking out: comparable to Wrike in terms 
of cost (although it doesn’t offer a free version), Clarizen is 
particularly strong when it comes to monitoring projects’ 
finances. clarizen.com

Asana 
A popular choice across the board, although Asana’s strength 
is its task management capabilities, it’s also a place to manage 
projects; a premium plan offers eight templates to organise 
and monitor progress; there’s also a sparse but functional free 
version available for up to 15 users. Like most others listed 
here, it also offers a quote-by-case ‘Enterprise’ tier for very 
large companies; Asana’s version includes add-ons like first-
class support, custom branding and advanced admin controls. 
Asana can be customised with loads of compatible apps, 
including time-trackers like Harvest and Timeneye, and instant 
messaging tool Slack. If your ‘to-do’ list is just too intimidating, 

switch to ‘Focus Mode’ to make all 
tasks bar the one you’re concentrating 
on (temporarily) disappear. It has an 
iOS app but no option for Android 
– and right now is only available in 
English. asana.com 

Also worth checking out: when 
it comes to staying connected with 
colleagues, Podio has the edge 
thanks to both a chat app and direct 
messaging. There’s also a ‘community’ 
function where users can share and 
rate compatible apps. podio.com

Trello
A highly visual tool, Trello does a 
great job of breaking down project 

components in a way that’s clear. Despite offering less in 
the way of focused project management features than, say, 
Wrike or Basecamp, for getting a handle on constituent 
steps of wider processes – assigning them, collaborating with 
colleagues on them, and checking their progress – Trello is 
very effective. Within boards (representing projects), users 
can add unlimited cards that can be used for checklists of 
component tasks, brainstorming ideas, or simply to keep 
relevant information for a particular project all in one place 
– passwords, perhaps, or client details. In this way, Trello 
can be a great way to formalise processes for independent 
accountancy firms. It’s also the most fun-looking of the bunch, 
with (paid) possibilities to switch background colours, throw 
in emojis and engage with the product’s mascot, Taco the 
husky. There’s a pared-down free version, with ‘Business 
Class’ offering more sophisticated features such as 250MB 
file upload, better privacy, and impressive integration with a 
range of apps. trello.com

Also worth checking out: like Trello, Dapulse also adopts 
a highly visual board system for a simple, intuitive interface. 
dapulse.com

What system to invest in?

Basecamp staff 
are free to work 

wherever they 
wish, and are 

currently scattered 
across 32 cities 

worldwide
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Call for SME research
AFA offers SG$20,000 grant for research project into how small businesses in South-East 
Asia are developing and how professional accountancy bodies can help them

The ASEAN Federation of 
Accountants (AFA) is calling 
for proposals for research 
into small and medium-
sized enterprises (SMEs) in 
the South-East Asia region, 
and offering a grant of up to 
SG$20,000 (US$14,000). ACCA 
and strategic partner CA 
ANZ (Chartered Accountants 
Australia and New Zealand) 
are co-sponsoring the research 
as associate members of AFA.

The academic-style 
research will focus on 
establishing the definition and 
characteristics of SMEs in the 
region, and identifying the role 
of professional accountancy 
organisations in assisting them.

Andrew Smart, ACCA’s 
head of emerging markets 
Asia, said: ‘This is an important 
project, and we are pleased 
to be supporting it. We hope 
that key universities, thinktanks 

and policy institutes apply to 
take this project forward to 
offer insights about how SMEs 
are developing in the ASEAN 
geographic area.’

Proposals should be 
submitted no later than 5pm 
(Jakarta time), 23 February 

2017. The successful proposal 
will be announced by 24 March 
2017. The term of the award 
is eight months, effective 
from the agreed research 
start date, with the project 
expected to be completed by 
25 November 2017. ■

For more information:

For details on research proposals, email 
afasecretariat@iaiglobal.or.id

Global understanding
ACCA and recently formed international accountancy network Morison KSi add to global 
training and recruitment agreement with collaboration and partnering MoU

ACCA has entered 
into a memorandum of 
understanding (MoU) with 
global accountancy network 
Morison KSi. 

The agreement was 
formalised in January at an 
event at The Adelphi, ACCA’s 
headquarters in London.

Morison KSi was formed in 
April last year through a merger 
of Morison International and 
Kingston Smith International, 
to become one of the top 
10 largest accountancy 
associations in the world, with 
157 member firms and 375 
offices in 84 countries. 

ACCA and Morison KSi will 
work together in a number 
of areas, including providing 
access to initiatives and services 
to attract new finance and 
accounting talent, running 
joint events in markets of 
mutual interest, identifying 

seventh largest accountancy 
association in the world, 
Morison KSi is a fantastic 
partner for ACCA. 

‘We share a commitment 
to public value and to raising 
standards in mature and 
developing economies. 

‘Our MoU will achieve this 

opportunities to speak at events 
that are mutually beneficial, and 
sharing information.

‘We’re delighted to 
sign this memorandum of 
understanding,’ said ACCA 
chief executive Helen Brand. 
‘Morison KSi’s global footprint 
echoes ACCA’s, and as the 

through collaboration and 
partnering in a number of 
ways, including joint research, 
enabling cross-regional 
business development and 
introducing new firms to the 
Morison KSi association through 
our global network of public 
practices.’ ■

► Partners and 
collaborators
Liza Robbins, Morison 
KSi CEO, and Helen 
Brand, ACCA chief 
executive
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Help inspiration flourish
Would you be able to mentor an emerging young leader in how to turn their community 
vision into reality as part of the work of youth charity Prince’s Trust International?

Building on the success of 
the Prince’s Trust in the UK, 
youth charity Prince’s Trust 
International is looking 
for mentors for its global 
programme to inspire 
young leaders. 

Prince’s Trust International 
works with governments, not-
for-profit organisations and 
businesses around the world 
to help disadvantaged young 
people gain vital skills so they 
can move into education, 
training or employment. 

Every year the trust runs 
an international leadership 
programme (ILP) for 80 
delegates. The mentors work 
with these delegates – 25 to 
35-year-olds from around the 
world who want to develop 
leadership skills, are interested 
in global issues, and aim 
to make a long-lasting and 
positive impact on their 
local communities.

Mentors support delegates 
in preparing and delivering 
their action plans so they can 
effectively tackle the particular 

issue most affecting their local 
community. Mentors lead 
by example, act as positive 
business role models and in 
turn challenge themselves 
to support young people 

from different backgrounds, 
developing their own personal 
and professional skills.

 The ILP delegates first 
meet up at a residential 
conference held in March 

in Windsor in the UK for a 
period of intensive training. 
The conference attracts well-
known leadership trainers 
and speakers, and features 
skills workshops and visits 
to inspirational projects in 
action. During this time the 
delegates develop an action 
plan outlining the work they 
will undertake in their local 
communities, and they are 
tasked with successfully 
delivering their project over 
the following year. Key to the 
success of these goals is the 
support of ILP mentors. 

If you are a young leader 
and would like to give 
something back, enhance 
your skills and expand your 
network through mentoring, 
or if you are interested in your 
organisation getting involved 
with the trust, email ruth.
ruderham@princestrust 
international.org. ■

Case study: meeting the climate change challenge

Sharlin Hossain understood the importance of the environment in her own country but 
lacked the confidence and global context to crystallise her vision.

Her attendance at the 2015 International Leadership Programme (ILP) gave her the 
platform she needed. She found the advice from other delegates and speakers invaluable, 
with project visits adding focus and equipping her with the tools to undertake her plan to 
raise climate change awareness among female seed producers in rural Bangladesh.

Hossain developed a live toolkit that lets seed farmers learn about climate change impact 
relevant to them and climate-resilient practices. Her pilot trained 50 female seed producers, 
and she has subsequently scaled up by partnering with the Bangladesh Agricultural Research 
Institute (for monitoring and evaluation) and the Multimode Group (training and logistics). 

Her toolkit is the first in Bangladesh to educate producers in drought, flood and heat-
resistant seed production techniques. It is targeted at female producers in rural areas and 
offers a way, amid the threat of climate change, to raise productivity, protect livelihoods and 
improve food security. It’s a significant innovation with a real impact.

‘My action plan is flourishing,’ Hossain says. ‘Participating in the ILP has given me a 
platform to achieve my dream and taught me the skills to lead it.’

▼ Striving for change
A group of ILP delegates in 
Madaba, Jordan
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Spreading the word
If you’re proud of your ACCA Qualification and membership, and regularly speak to 
friends and colleagues about its benefits, why not join our community of advocates?

What does ACCA mean 
to you? Are you proud 
of your qualification? 
Do you speak warmly to 
friends and colleagues 
of what ACCA means to 
you? If so, welcome to 
the world of advocacy.

Many ACCA members 
are informal advocates of the 
body and its qualification, 
even if they do not recognise 
themselves as such. ACCA is 
now working to harness the 
pride, energy and positivity of 
members across the world.

Advocacy means promoting 
or publicly supporting ACCA 
and/or the profession. Since 
2012 ACCA has been piloting 
advocacy programmes across 
the following categories:

* inspiring the next 
generation of professional 
accountants to join ACCA 
– for example, by visiting 
schools and universities

* supporting future 
members, which might 
include offering work 
placements or supporting 
students while they train

* sharing positive messages 
about ACCA, whether 
through social media 
or in other ways

* taking an active role as 
ACCA’s public face, which 
could mean representing 
ACCA on a panel, at 
events, or getting involved 
in lobbying government or 
standing for Council.

The main point, though, is 
that there is no set formula. 
‘Advocacy can be anything,’ 
says John Weston, regional 
head of advocacy and 
satisfaction. ‘It can mean a 
casual conversation with a 
neighbour or friend. It can 
mean simply wearing your 
ACCA badge at an event or at 
work. It could mean mentoring 
a student through their exams, 
volunteering to help a local 
charity with its finances or 
speaking at a conference.’ 
There is no obligation to give 
a set amount of time and no 
formal target to meet. ‘The 
important point is that it’s 
not a programme of events; 
it’s more about behaviour, 
pride and values. It’s about 
thinking, talking and engaging 
positively about ACCA.’

The driving force behind 
the initiative is pride. 
‘Members should be proud of 
themselves – it takes a lot of 
work to gain the qualification,’ 

says Weston. 
He makes the 

point that the 
ACCA Qualification 
is unusual 
among business 
qualifications in 
that students start 
at all levels and at 
any time in their life 
– it doesn’t require 
a degree to begin 
the journey. ‘The 
ACCA Qualification 
changes people’s 
lives. We should 

never forget what it stands 
for and the opportunities it 
brings,’ says Weston. ‘It’s a 
force for social mobility across 
the world and that has been 
one of our founding principles 
since the body was established 
in 1904.’

Ultimately, advocacy 
is about pride in action. 
‘I would encourage all 
members to engage with their 
professional body. After all, 
the more you put in, the more 
you get out,’ says Weston. 

‘The ACCA 
Qualification is 

a force for social 
mobility, and that 

has been one 
of our founding 

principles 
since 1904’

As for the advocates 
themselves, they give many 
reasons for wanting to get 
involved. For some it is 
partly about personal or 
professional development, 
but more often than not it 
is about wanting to repay 
a little of what they have 
gained from ACCA. 

‘Our advocates tell us that 
giving something back is a 
major motivation for them,’ 
says Weston. ‘They say that 
ACCA has enabled them 
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to do something with their 
career and their lives, and that 
it’s on their side and fi ghting 
their corner. They want to repay 
a little of that and share their 
experiences with others.’

He wants ACCA members 
to step out of the shadows: 
‘Be positive, proactive and 
publicly proud.’ ■
Liz Fisher, journalist

Leading by example

Dato’ Lock Peng Kuan, 
partner, Baker Tilly 
Malaysia. Whether it’s 
addressing new members 
at their celebration dinner, 
speaking at networking 
events on matters 
concerning public practice 
or representing ACCA in 
neighbouring countries, 
Lock is an avid proponent 

of the organisation he represents. And, as vice chair of 
the ACCA Global Forum for Audit and Assurance, he has 
also been the organisation’s voice on an International 
Auditing and Assurance Standards Board roundtable.

As an employer, his infl uence extends to the 
recruitment of ACCA graduates to work alongside 
experienced members in the fi rm, assigning a director 
to deal with ACCA matters. ‘I am also a mentor for the 
ACCA Leaders of Tomorrow programme,’ he says.

In addition, Lock works with Approved Learning 
Partners to identify rising talents, presenting them with 
ACCA Baker Tilly awards upon graduation. Selected 
students are offered a career path with the fi rm and 
encouraged to become ACCA advocates.

Lock feels it is important to express his views about 
the future of professional accountants, ‘in particular, the 
most and less important skills in audit and assurance in 
the next fi ve years’, he says. 

Dato’ Dr Lukman 
bin Ibrahim, CEO, LI 
Commerce. Dr Lukman 
got involved in advocacy 
because he believed it 
was the right thing to do. 
ACCA, a brand that shares 
his fundamental values of 
professionalism and ethics, 
was a perfect fi t. ‘I’ve 
benefi ted a lot from the 

ACCA brand throughout my working career,’ he explains. 
‘Now it was time to give something back.’

When engaging with students, associates and young 
members, Dr Lukman emphasises the importance of 
keeping and treasuring those values in pursuit of their 
career. He shares his own experiences on the pathway 
to accountancy, encouraging many young students to 
complete their ACCA Qualifi cation. ‘At the same time, I 
also managed to convince some fi nance managers and 
CFOs within my previous organisation to become more 
business-centric by upskilling themselves in operational 
areas and business acumen,’ he says. 

Dr Lukman has also found that advocacy has 
improved his own networks through numerous 
engagement sessions, and raised his image profi le in the 
eyes of many stakeholders.

For more information:

An advocacy webinar is available on demand at 
bit.ly/ACCA-webinar1, or email advocacy@accaglobal.com

Watch the advocacy session that took place during ACCA’s 
Accounting for the Future conference in November at 

bit.ly/ACCA-AFF16
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One step beyond 
Professional accountants must ensure that they are prepared to face multiple challenges 
in the coming years, delegates at MIA’s international conference heard

Building on the theme 
of ‘Strengthening the 
Profession for a Sustainable 
Future’, the recent 
international conference of 
the Malaysian Institute of 
Accountants (MIA) provided 
an opportunity for delegates 
to hear the views of experts, 
both local and international, 
on a range of issues, from 
national initiatives to 
disruptive technology.

A plenary session at Kuala 
Lumpur Convention Centre 
entitled ‘The Changing 
Landscape of the Profession’ 
was moderated by Raja 
Azura Raja Mahayuddin, 
chief executive of Yayasan 
Peneraju Bumiputera Malaysia. 
The session covered the 
report of the Committee to 
Strengthen the Accountancy 
Profession (CSAP), with 
panelists Christopher Fabling, 
senior financial management 
specialist at World Bank Group; 
Nik Mohd Hasyudeen Yusoff, 
former executive chairman of 
the Audit Oversight Board, 
Securities Commission 
Malaysia; Uantchern Loh, 
former chief executive of 
Singapore Accountancy 

Commission; and MIA 
president Dato’ Mohammad 
Faiz Azmi.

Pointing out that CSAP 
is about understanding 
the reality and identifying 
how to rise to challenges, 
Nik Hasyudeen clarified 
that it aimed to ensure that 
accountants supported the 
public interest. ‘CSAP is 
country-specific,’ he said. 
‘We have to do two things 
right: accountants must be 
competent, and they have to 
serve public interest. CSAP is 
designed to overcome vested 
interests. National interests 
must supersede all.’

Dato’ Faiz stressed the 
need for oversight, pointing 
out that accountants shouldn’t 
need to be told to change. 
‘They should take the 
initiative,’ he said, hinting 
at the setting up of a new 
regulatory board to hold 
professionals to account.

Nik Hasyudeen said that 
the profession needs to be 
closer to SMEs because ‘that’s 
where the need is greatest. 
SMEs make up 60% of the 
Malaysian economy – a big 
contribution – so they have to 
be serviced properly, and be 
guided by accountants.’ 

New technology
In response to a question on 
how the profession can evolve 
with the digital economy, 
Dato’ Faiz remarked that 
the operative word was 
‘economy’;  that meant it was 
about doing business and 
making money. ‘Accountants 
should understand what this 
entails,’ he said. ‘We have to 
be curious about what is going 

on around us.’ He added that 
MIA was in the process of 
adopting new technology in its 
efforts to engage more closely 
with its members.

Nik Hasyudeen cautioned 
that the whole framework of 
financing was about to change 
and accountants must be 
prepared for this. Amid the 
changes, however, were many 
opportunities, particularly 
for young people. ‘Look for 
challenges; seek knowledge 
and understanding of new 
methods and technology,’ 
he advised. 

A second plenary session 
looked at what the future holds 
for professional accountants. 
Moderated by Alan Hatfield, 
ACCA’s executive director – 
strategy and development, 
panelists were Dr Nurmazilah 
Dato’ Mahzan, CEO, MIA; 
Azran Osman-Rani, CEO, Iflix 
Malaysia; Chuah Jia Wen, 
head of finance and insurance 
sector, Google Malaysia; 
and Nic Chambers, director 
of finance, legal, financial 
services and technology, 
PageGroup Malaysia.

Hatfield described how 
ACCA’s report, Professional 
accountants – the future, was 
the result of feedback from 
professional accountants, 
people in C-suite positions 
and subject matter experts, 
gathered through workshops 
and interviews in 21 cities 
in 19 countries. The key 
drivers of change will be 
increased regulation and 
stronger governance; digital 

◄ Here to help
ACCA staff were on hand 
during MIA’s two-day 
conference at Kuala Lumpur 
Convention Centre

◄ Face to face
Delegates visited the ACCA 
exhibition booth during the 
conference
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technologies; expectations 
on the profession; and 
globalisation. The accountant 
of the future will need a mix 
of seven main ‘quotients’: 
technical and ethical 
competencies, intelligence, 
creativity, digital skills, 
emotional intelligence, vision 
and experience. ‘These must all 
be balanced to achieve future 
aspirations,’ Hatfield said.

Manage the disruptions
Hatfield asked the panelists 
which issues kept them up at 
night. For Dr Nurmazilah, the 
‘Uberisation’ of accounting 
services, cloud computing, 
artificial intelligence and 
disruptive technology were 
top of the list. ‘But we 
have to move forward,’ she 
said. ‘We need to manage 
talent so that talent can 
manage these disruptions. 
The question is, how do we 
prepare firms to do this? 
How do we maintain trust 

and stakeholder confidence 
while we work towards it, 
and how do we turn it into a 
value proposition?’ 

Azran asserted that the 
challenges were coming 
thicker and faster now. ‘Set-up, 
linking, payment solutions, 
technology uptake and making 
the related decisions all need 
to be faster than ever before,’ 
he said. ‘Plus, you have to do 

it on a daily basis. Finance 
professionals have to be able 
to deal with that.’ 

Expressing concern that 
industry was not maximising 
digital potential, Chuah 
pointed out that technology 
had the ability to make things 
more efficient; for example, 
Google tools had speeded 
up processes. Azran said that 
a new mindset was essential, 
adding that in today’s 
environments, traditional 
patterns could be misleading. 
‘You have to look at things 
differently now,’ he said.

On what employers will 
be looking for, Chambers 
suggested that professionals 
should demonstrate better soft 
skills. ‘They should differentiate 
themselves by going 
beyond the job function,’ 
he said. ‘It’s about pushing 
boundaries and challenging 
the status quo, about making 
yourself indispensable to 
the organisation.’ 

On the subject of whether 
artificial intelligence (AI) could 
replace the audit function, 

Chuah conceded that while 
technology could help 
performance by simplifying 
work and increasing efficiency, 
AI could not completely 
replace the human element.

Turning the discussion 
to the talent of the next 
generation, Hatfield solicited 
comments from panelists 
on the mobility of young 
professionals. ‘Young people 
are more mobile now and 
barriers are shifting around 
the world,’ Chambers said. 
‘Professional qualifications 
have enabled this, and there 
are opportunities opening 
up globally.’ 

Dr Nurmazilah added 
that in 2014, the Malaysian 
government signed a 
mutual recognition agreement 
with other ASEAN countries 
to further facilitate movement 
in the region. ‘By 2017, MIA will 
be enabling accountants to 
register as ASEAN CPAs to 
give them more access to 
opportunities here,’ she said. ■

Majella Gomes, journalist

Up for the challenge

If there was one thing on which all panelists agreed, it 
was that, with the inevitable changes in the business 
environment, a slew of opportunities and advantages will 
result. But this was contingent on professionals being up 
to the challenge; for that, they will have to learn to train 
themselves. ‘Instead of waiting for your firms to train you, 
you should be proactive about learning,’ advised Chuah 
Jia Wen, head of finance and insurance sector, Google 
Malaysia. ‘Go online and improve yourself.’ Dr Nurmazilah 
Dato’ Mahzan, MIA’s CEO, agreed, pointing out that 
accountants have an advantage to begin with. ‘You could 
become business advisers,’ she said. ‘Your training inclines 
you towards it. We are already seeing accountants in many 
non-traditional roles.’ 

Firms, on the other hand, stand to lose talent because 
of the many opportunities opening up. ‘Pay as much 
attention to attracting talent as you do to attracting 
clients,’ suggested Azran Osman-Rani, CEO, Iflix Malaysia. 
‘You have to make yourself attractive to the sector that you 
are targeting.’

► Forward thinking
Alan Hatfield moderated 
a panel discussion on 
ACCA’s report Professional 
accountants – the future

For more information:

See more on Professional accountants – the future at 
accaglobal.com/thefuture 

65

02/2017 Accounting and Business

Event | ACCA

MY_A_MIA.indd   65 11/01/2017   14:42

www.accaglobal.com/thefuture


O
rg

an
isa

tio
nal processes and proceduresInter- 

connections

Sustainability

Accountability 
and trust

Organisational 
values

Risk-taking  
and 

transparency

Tone at the top
Mission

Performance 
management

Communication

Fo
ur

 te
nets of responsibility

Squaring the circle
ACCA’s corporate culture tool will help to align staff behaviour 
with organisational objectives

Corporate culture 
encourages behaviour that 
can support or impede 
the achievement of 
organisational objectives. 
The challenge is finding 
how to nurture a culture 
that will promote behaviour 
consistent with the 
company’s objectives.

ACCA has launched a 
culture-governance tool 
to help organisations 
assess their culture and 
initiate change. It aligns 
processes and procedures 
that staff experience in their 
professional lives with the 
goals of the organisation.

The graphic on this page 
illustrates an organisation’s 
culture: the inner circle 
covers corporate leadership, 
the middle layer describes 
governance lenses, and 
the outer circle defines 
organisational processes.

The tool assists with action 
points and culture change. 

* It offers examples of the 
procedures that typically 
reflect corporate culture.

* It sets out the alignment 

Inside ACCA
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A stronger profession
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25 President
Change is the only 
certainty

between the organisation’s 
goals and culture.

* It helps the alignment 
between organisational 

objectives and procedures 
to be reviewed so a healthy 
organisational culture can 
be maintained. ■

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 accaglobal.com/
memberbenefits

For more information:

See bit.ly/ACCA-culture-tool

Closer ties in China
ACCA has formed a strategic partnership with the Shanghai 
National Accounting Institute

ACCA announced at the  
end of 2016 that it 
had signed a strategic 
partnership agreement 
with the Shanghai National 
Accounting Institute.

Helen Brand, chief 
executive of ACCA, and Li 
Kouqing, president of the 
Shanghai National Accounting 

Institute, formalised the 
partnership at ACCA’s 
London office during the 
2016 meeting of ACCA’s 
International Assembly. 

ACCA and the Shanghai 
National Accounting 
Institute have been working 
together for many years, 
after a memorandum of 

understanding was signed 
in 2012.

‘I am excited to formalise 
the relationship,’ said Brand. 
‘We will continue to work 
together on the development 
of China’s accountants and 
accounting industry, and 
cooperate on our various 
research initiatives.’ ■
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