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Welcome
International alliances for accountancy firms have been around for decades but in this 
connected world we live in, their relevance has increased

Cesar Bacani considers what should be in 

a company’s armoury on page 16.

Family businesses have long been 

the backbone of the Asian business 

community but once-thriving enterprises 

can sometimes fall victim to sibling 

infighting or the loss of an ageing 

founder. Despite some high-profile 

downfalls in the region, many family 

businesses still have the ‘it-wouldn’t-

happen-to-us’ attitude. On page 29, 

we look at research by PwC, which 

reveals that Singaporean businesses are 

reluctant to hand over the reins while 

both Malaysia, Hong Kong and China 

are complacent about planning. 

In our profile, we speak to Nguyen 

Ngoc Bao Chau, country CFO at global 

energy management and automation 

specialist Schneider Electric Singapore. 

Chau moved to Singapore in 2017 after 

serving as cluster CFO in Vietnam, 

Myanmar and Cambodia. She describes 

the importance of positive engagement 

with both staff and customers (page 12). AB

Colette Steckel, Asia editor

colette.steckel@accaglobal.com

Let’s say you are a partner in a small 
accountancy firm and one of your 
clients wants to set up overseas but 
you don’t have an office or staff from 
that jurisdiction. The question is: if your 
client wants to expand globally, should 
you take your firm on a similar venture?

International alliances for 

accountancy firms have been around for 

some time but their relevance in today’s 

connected and integrated digital age 

is even greater than it was two or three 

decades ago. Membership may be a 

no-brainer for an accountancy firm that 

seeks to win new business and satisfy 

the demands of its existing clients.

On page 24, we look at what firms 

have to gain from joining an alliance. As 

attractive a proposition it may seem, an 

alliance isn’t for all firms – the benefits 

may well outweigh the costs – and not 

all alliances are created equal, with 

some a better fit than others. It pays to 

do your homework.

The alarming ransomware attack that 

threatened businesses far and wide in 

May has raised, yet again, concerns over 

cybersecurity and the finance function. 

Accounting and Business
The leading monthly magazine for 

finance professionals, available in seven 
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Environmental activists 
and supporters take part 
in a demonstration in New 
York to protest against US 
President Donald Trump’s 
decision to pull out of the 
195-nation Paris climate 
accord. Trump said that 
the deal could cost up to 
2.7 million jobs by 2025.

Hong Kong’s loss-making 
Disneyland theme park 
will receive HK$5.4bn 
from the government to 
fund its expansion, in a 
controversial decision 
by the Legislative 
Council. Disneyland 
will fund the rest of the 
HK$10.9bn project.

Cathay Pacifi c, Asia’s 
biggest airline, is set to 
shed 600 jobs from its 
Hong Kong headquarters 
in the fi rst stage of its 
biggest revamp for two 
decades. The airline 
posted its fi rst loss in 
eight years for 2016.

Christie’s will stay in China 
despite contractions 
elsewhere, says CEO 
Guillaume Cerutti. The 
Asian market remains key; 
Sotheby’s sold a Basquiat 
work to Japanese 
billionaire Yusaku 
Maezawa for a record 
US$110.5m in May.
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Digital first
The digital economy will be a key priority for the Association 

of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) when Singapore takes 

over the chair of the 10-member regional bloc next year. Lim 

Hng Kiang, minister for trade and industry (trade), has pledged 

to work towards streamlining regional trade rules governing 

e-commerce to promote greater digital connectivity in the 

region and lower operating barriers to entry. ‘We will also 

ensure that these [rules] are incorporated into our current 

regime and new trade agreements,’ he told the ASEAN 

Conference jointly organised by the Singapore Business 

Federation, United Overseas Bank (UOB), law fi rm Rajah & 

Tann and RSM Chio Lim accountants. 

Lim Hng Kiang: rules 
on e-commerce will be 
streamlined

News roundup
This edition’s stories and infographics from across the globe, as well as a look at 
the latest developments and issues affecting the fi nance profession

Beware auditor bias 
Changes to accounting 

standard-setting, regulation 

and audit processes are 

needed to improve audit 

quality and tackle cognitive 

bias, an ACCA report 

concludes. The study, 

Banishing bias? Audit, 
objectivity and the value 
of professional scepticism, 

recommends a holistic 

approach that encourages 

participants to think actively 

about cognitive bias – the 

underlying behavioural drivers 

that can infl uence decisions – 

and take steps to minimise its 

impact on audit quality. ACCA 

suggests that standard-setters 

audit standards with an eye 

to mitigating the impact 

of known biases on 

decision-making.

Trust in blockchain
Blockchain technology and 

other forms of distributed 

ledgers have the potential 

to improve trust in fi nancial 

transactions, according to 

a new study from ACCA. 

The report, Divided we 
fall, distributed we stand, 

also concludes that the 

technologies are more likely 

to support than replace 

the work of professional 

accountants. Narayanan 

Vaidyanathan, head of 

technology insight at 

ACCA and lead author, says 

that opportunities for the 

accountancy profession 

include auditors basing 

opinions on entire datasets 

rather than a sample and 

providing an ongoing view of 

business performance.

Fintech focus
Hong Kong is being urged 

to set up a fi ntech offi ce to 

better coordinate the city’s 

efforts in becoming a hub 

for developments such as 

blockchain and insurance 

technology. A Financial 

Services Development 

Council research report 

suggests that Hong Kong 

narrow its focus to fi ve areas 

within fi ntech in order to 

catch up with cities like 

Dubai and Singapore, and 

to cement its position as a 

fi ntech hub in the region. The 

report also recommends that 

the Hong Kong government 

take the lead in the 

development of distributed 

ledger technology, 

supported by academia and 

advisory groups. 

Digital scorecard
Asian economies are more 

digitally engaged relative to 

their global peers, enabling 

these nations to leapfrog 

development hurdles and 

‘win the race on connectivity’, 

according to Deloitte. 

Singapore and Hong Kong 

are cited as world leaders in 

Deloitte’s second Voice of 

Asia series, while the large 

population bases in countries 

such as China, India, 

Indonesia and Vietnam have 

considerable opportunities 

for the future. By embracing 

digital, the fi rm says, Asia 

will continue to lead global 

economic growth over the 

coming decade. 

Look outward
Calls for regional nations 

to strengthen their intra-

ASEAN links were voiced at 

the Association of Southeast 

Asian Nations’ 30th summit 

in Manila. Amid what was 

viewed as growing anti-

globalisation sentiments 

in the West, Singaporean 

Prime Minister Lee Hsien 

Loong urged neighbouring 

economies to resist inward-

looking sentiments and to 

tap on its intra-sources of 
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growth by working towards 

a ‘credible and high-quality’ 

Regional Comprehensive 

Economic Partnership 

Agreement (RCEP). The 

successful completion of the 

RCEP will anchor ASEAN’s 

role in the global economy 

while strengthening 

Singapore’s trade relations 

within the East Asian and 

South-East Asian markets, 

he added. 

TPP revived?
Asia-Pacific trade ministers 

have agreed to try and revive 

the Trans-Pacific Partnership 

(TPP) agreement, despite US 

President Donald Trump’s 

pulling out of the deal. 

Trade ministers from the 11 

remaining countries met 

in Vietnam in late May to 

get the deal back on track. 

Countries in favour are 

Japan, Canada, Australia, 

New Zealand, Singapore, 

Mexico, Peru, Chile, Vietnam, 

Malaysia and Brunei. The 

door will be kept open for 

the US to rejoin, although its 

trade representative Robert 

Lighthizer said that would 

not be the case. ‘The United 

States pulled out of the TPP 

and it’s not going to change 

that decision,’ he said. 

Regional risk
The International Monetary 

Fund (IMF) says that Asia’s 

economic outlook faces 

‘significant’ uncertainty and 

downside growth risks from 

any sudden tightening in 

global financial conditions 

or rise in protectionist trade 

policies. The IMF, which 

in April raised its 2017 

Asia-Pacific growth forecast 

to 5.5% from its previous 

October forecast of 5.4%, 

said that loose monetary and 

fiscal policies across most of 

the region would underpin 

domestic demand. ‘However, 

the near-term outlook is 

clouded with significant 

uncertainty, and risks, on 

balance, remain slanted to 

the downside.’

Opening pathways
A ‘very modern’ Free Trade 

Agreement focused on 

services access could allow 

Australian accountants 

to operate in Hong Kong 

without having to establish 

an on-the-ground presence 

in the city. When trade 

ministers met in late May, 

the proposal to improve 

access and conditions for 

Australian services exports 

to Hong Kong in education 

and fintech, and for 

professionals including 

lawyers and accountants, 

was welcomed by Hong 

Kong’s metro operator the 

Mass Transit Railway (MTR) 

Corporation, which is seeking 

additional rail contracts in 

Sydney and Melbourne, 

and resort operator 

Far East Consortium 

International, a partner 

in two Queensland 

developments. 

IFRS for all
The IFRS Foundation has 

teamed up with the World 

Bank to provide greater 

support to developing 

economies in their use 

of IFRS Standards. The 

agreement, in the form 

of a memorandum of 

understanding, reflects 

the organisations’ shared 

view that the transparency, 

accountability and efficiency 

provided by adoption of 

IFRS Standards plays an 

essential role in attracting 

inward investment, boosting 

economic development and 

ultimately alleviating poverty. 

It describes a series of priority 

areas the organisations will 

jointly focus on over the next 

few years. 

CRS effectiveness
The Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation and 

Development has launched 

a facility to disclose common 

reporting standard (CRS) tax 

avoidance schemes as part 

of its efforts to ensure the 

integrity of the standard. 

As part of the process all 

loopholes identified – either 

actual or perceived – will 

be systematically analysed 

in order to decide on 

appropriate courses of 

action. The intent is that this 

will further strengthen the 

effectiveness of the CRS, 

which by design already 

limits opportunities for 

taxpayers to circumvent 

reporting to the greatest 

possible extent. The 

disclosure facility can be 

accessed through the 

Automatic Exchange Portal. 

Cash is king
Cash remains king for the 

majority of millionaires 

surveyed globally by UBS 

Wealth Management, with 

77% of respondents saying 

that cash offers financial 

safety, notwithstanding 

the downside posed by 

potential inflation. Around 

80% of Hong Kong-

based millionaires believe 

that they are living in an 

era of unprecedented 

unpredictability – the 

same number who also 

acknowledged that short-

term distractions and 

unforeseen events are 

distracting them from 

focusing on long-term 

financial goals. The majority 

of respondents from Japan, 

Singapore, Mexico, Italy, 

Switzerland and the UK 

believe that emotion has 

superseded fact in shaping 

public opinion – a view 

shared by 80% of the Hong 

Kong sample. 

Business as usual
IFRS 17, the new 

international financial 

reporting standard for 

insurance contracts 

published in May, will not 

trigger any immediate rating 

changes when it comes into 

force, Fitch Ratings says. 

New accounting standards 

have no immediate impact 

on an insurer’s credit profile 

as they do not change the 

economic substance of its 

balance sheet, the ratings 

agency explained in a note. 

The assets held and the 

financial commitments to 

customers and creditors are 

unaffected; it is only their 

presentation in the accounts 

that changes, it added. 
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Cautious about your corporate tax strategy?
Predictability and consistency in tax regimes are the most important factors in business 

decision-making, according to Deloitte’s 2017 Asia Pacific Tax Complexity Survey Shifting 
sands: risk and reform in uncertain times. The report also found that the OECD’s base 

erosion and profit shifting (BEPS) initiative is top of mind for companies and governments.

How concerned are you about  
the OECD BEPS initiative?

Factors important in  
business decision-making

% of 
respondents

%
 o

f r
es

p
o

nd
en

ts

Consistency  
in interpretation and 

enforcement  
of tax law

Predictability 
about future 
development  

of tax law

Complexity  
of tax laws

Least important Important Most important

Scepticism scrutiny
The International Ethics 

Standards Board for 

Accountants (IESBA) is 

proposing new guidance 

on professional scepticism 

and professional judgment, 

which will emphasise the 

importance of accountants 

not simply accepting 

information at face value. 

’Compliance with the 

fundamental principles and 

professional scepticism 

are essential obligations of 

professional accountants for 

audit and other assurance 

engagements,’ said IESBA 

chairman Dr Stavros 

Thomadakis. ‘We are 

articulating for the first time 

the linkage between the two, 

making clear the important 

role that the fundamental 

principles play in enabling 

auditors and assurance 

practitioners to meet the 

public’s expectations about 

exercising professional 

scepticism.’ Comments on 

the draft guidance close on 

25 July. 

Road to riches
Achieving Malaysia’s stated 

ambition to become a 

high-income nation by 2020 

requires boosting gross 

national income per capita 

to US$15,000 by that date 

(from US$9,096 in 2016), 

according to Mahamoud 

Islam, senior economist for 

Asia at Euler Hermes-Allianz 

Research. He then cited four 

‘game changers’ which could 

help achieve that ambitious 

target: a more supportive 

business environment 

to attract capital; further 

investment in innovation 

and infrastructure to increase 

Malaysia’s competitiveness; 

digitalisation and 

‘servitisation’; and 

selective partnerships. 

Tax tweak
China’s tweaking of tax 

reporting rules on financial 

accounts are fresh signs of 

Beijing’s stepped-up efforts 

to align with a multilateral 

scheme to combat tax 

evasion, South China 
Morning Post reported. 

From July, Beijing will 

require financial institutions 

to report detailed financial 

account information related 

to tax assessments of 

non-residents – joining 

a global drive to adopt 

the Common Reporting 

Standard formulated 

by the Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation and 

Development to stem tax 

evasion through the use of 

offshore accounts. Market 

watchers cited in the report 

said the changes reflect 

efforts to align with global 

standards when compared 

with the draft version issued 

in October. 

Perfect match 
KPMG International has 

announced the acquisition 

of Matchi, a leading 

matchmaking platform that 

connects financial institutions 

with carefully vetted fintech 

companies worldwide. 

Matchi’s platform includes 

more than 2,500 fintech 

companies offering innovative 

solutions to legacy problems 

or launching ventures into 

new markets. Warren Mead, 

global co-lead fintech, 

KPMG, said that during 2015 

and 2016, US$71bn was 

invested in fintechs globally 

as companies recognise tech 

innovation as the best way 

to remain relevant, manage 

compliance and cut costs. ‘As 

we enter the new world of 

open banking and PSD2 [the 

Second Payment Services 

Directive], innovation will 

become even more relevant 

so we are investing today to 

make building partnerships 

as easy as possible for clients 

and stakeholders.’ AB 

Compiled by Peta Tomlinson, 

journalist
Not concerned Concerned
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CVi

2017
Country CFO, Schneider Electric Singapore

2016
Cluster CFO – Vietnam, Cambodia and Myanmar,  

Schneider Electric

2015
Country CFO – Vietnam, Schneider Electric, Vietnam

2013
Business performance and analysis manager, Schneider 

Electric, Vietnam

2011
Finance director, M&C Corp (Vietnam)

2008
COO, Synergy Capital 

2002
Joined Unilever as management accounting manager, 

progressing to FP&A manager

2000
Industry analyst, Bao Viet Securities Company, Vietnam

The right choices
Shared experience and collaboration are key to developing strong teams, says 
Nguyen Ngoc Bao Chau FCCA, country CFO at Schneider Electric Singapore

Nguyen Ngoc Bao Chau’s recent move to Singapore 
marks the start of the latest chapter in a career that 
is taking her across South-East Asia. And Schneider 

Electric’s country CFO for Singapore has hit the ground 
running, making it a priority to meet clients in the city-state.

‘My priority is to foster strong engagement with my 

customers, my peers and other management team 

members, in addition to understanding their challenges and 

perspectives,’ she says. ‘I put my feet on the street to visit 

customers and understand the market permutation. I spend 

my time in building up a strong team because the team is 

going to help achieve the business target – not me, not a 

single individual.’ 

‘Being a CFO is all about having qualities that you can apply 

in multiple areas. One needs to not only have a very sharp 

mind and be an analytical thinker, but also have the ability to 

communicate about insight,’ she says.

Originally from Vietnam, Chau believes strongly that a team 

cannot provide insight if it does not understand the business 

and the challenges that the company is facing. 

‘It’s all about being a business partner beyond the traditional 

finance controller,’ she says. ‘Being a business partner provides 

opportunities for you to bring ideas and insights to a 

business, and contribute to its success. If you have this mind-

set, you can be successful anywhere.’

Chau took up her role in February. Prior to that she 

was cluster CFO for Vietnam, Cambodia and Myanmar; 

she joined the global specialist in energy management 

and automation as business performance and analysis 

manager, Vietnam, in 2013. Having worked in those fast-

developing economies, Chau embraces work culture 

differences and challenges. She places communication 

and people engagement as key to having a strong finance 

unit anywhere.

The challenges for finance professionals today are many 

and multi-faceted. Chau believes that it is vital to meet 

these challenges head on and turn them into opportunities 

instead.

‘I think it’s about being bold to make decisions, daring to 

make a choice,’ she says. ‘Opportunities arise when there 

are challenges. If you see a challenge understanding the 

needs of customers, step out, visit them, and put yourself 

in their shoes. If you find yourself being timid, push yourself 

to talk. If you find yourself constrained by technology in the 

industry, learn!’

 

Absorbing feedback
As a CFO operating in South-East Asian countries with 

accelerated economic growth, Chau keeps her knowledge 

up to date, knowing that this is crucial to bringing the team 

an example of staying relevant.

‘In Schneider Electric, we have an online platform that 

has an immense library of content for people to learn,’ she 
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‘If people see 
your sincerity and 

kindness, they will 
be open to you 

and give valuable, 
timely feedback’
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i Tips

* ‘Keep evolving. Change is good; for new challenges 

give new opportunities. Keep moving forward; it can 

be the choice we make to achieve greater confidence 

and strength.’

* ‘Nobody likes you to be in their house to talk about 

their weaknesses, so learn to communicate, balance 

perspectives and sell the recommendations.’

* ‘It’s about the mind-set. Transform from the traditional, 

number-crunching financial controller into a business 

partner and get buy-ins from stakeholders based on 

strong analysis.’

* ‘You have to understand your clients to give a solution; 

this means you have to step out of the box and gain 

insight into a multi-faceted business.’

* ‘Discover people differently. Bonding beyond work can 

create fulfilling relationships and add strength to the 

work dynamics.’

* ‘You cannot prioritise work without taking care of life. 

For me, it’s about fortifying my own wellbeing.’

explains. ‘We have to equip ourselves with knowledge and 

stay updated on, for example, new international accounting 

standards,’ Chau says.

One important lesson that has helped her move forward 

is learning to handle feedback. ‘That is one of my most 

important milestones,’ she explains. 

‘When I was promoted from 

finance manager to CFO, I became 

a manager of my peers. It was 

not easy. I had to simultaneously 

overcome the mentality of peers, 

absorb their feedback and adjust 

myself. 

‘The experience reinforced my 

belief that being kind and honest 

could help you a lot in your life and 

work. If people see your sincerity 

and kindness, they will be open 

to you and give valuable, timely 

feedback.’

Chau notes that each country that she has worked in has its 

own unique culture. 

‘As a CFO, it’s about being a professional when at work to 

unify the team,’ she says. ‘You need to be very clear about the 

objectives and the goals of the company to direct the team. 

Sometimes you don’t need to front everything, but just be 

present and available when the team needs your support.’

Chau’s move to Singapore has also brought a change of 

focus. ‘In the emerging markets of Vietnam, Cambodia and 

Myanmar, we needed to build up the processes and dynamics 

to keep things moving without hiccups. It was about staying 

on our toes and thinking out of the box,’ she says. ‘Now that 

I’m here, the challenge is to stay updated and find ways to 

leverage on the strength of our teams. In Schneider Electric 

we want to think big, be innovative, move fast, but always stay 

customer-centric and be winning as a team.’

After university, Chau worked briefly in sales – an experience 

that has fed into her financial career. ‘That’s why I can relate to 

the challenges of being a salesperson, and why I always try to 

find a solution together when we have a discussion,’ she says. 

‘The sales job allowed me an awareness of my knowledge 

gaps and what I could leverage.’ 

Her decision to study for the ACCA Qualification in her 

mid-thirties came, she says, from a desire to gain solid 

business knowledge. ‘ACCA is very practical; it gives one a 

really comprehensive range of knowledge from accounting to 

investment banking,’ she says. ‘I personally find it very valuable 

because of its breadth and applicability to many fields.’ 

Beyond finance
Central to Schneider Electric’s philosophy is enabling 

employees to acquire the skills to move within the company. 

This environment of openness has appealed to Chau since 

her days as a business performance and analysis manager 

in Schneider Electric Vietnam. ‘I 

find it important to understand 

my staff and their ambitions, so 

the management team can help 

them map their vision of the future 

and provide advice on what to 

learn or what roles to take on,’ she 

says. ‘Sometimes it is necessary 

to go beyond finance to get more 

exposure, too. You will need to 

choose, and along the way you 

will learn that a key quality of a 

successful finance professional lies in 

being able to prioritise because we 

cannot do everything at once.’ 

‘I find it important to 
understand my staff 
and their ambitions, 
so the management 
team can help them 
map their vision of 

the future’ 
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Basicsi

Schneider Electric is the global specialist in energy 

management and automation. With revenue of €25bn in 

FY2016, the company has more than 160,000 employees 

serving customers in over 100 countries, helping them to 

manage their energy and processes in ways that are safe, 

reliable, efficient and sustainable. From the simplest of 

switches to complex operational systems, the technology, 

software and services improve the way customers manage 

and automate their operations. The connected technologies 

reshape industries, transform cities and enrich lives, ensuring 

Life is On everywhere, for everyone and at every moment.

This is supported by initiatives such as a five-day cross-

functional retreat in North Vietnam, which Chau led. ‘We 

focused on bonding together,’ she recalls. ‘This kind of bond 

out of the office environment can last a very long time because 

the process creates a deeper connection when we discover 

different sides of each other. The gathering helped us back at 

work, balancing out the routine, heavy work days. We could 

also talk more about things beyond work, shaping our own 

team identity together.’

Such activities, she says, also foster collaboration. 

‘Collaboration is important so we can share resources and 

knowledge. No one knows everything. If we can combine our 

pieces of the cake with each other, we can have the whole 

cake and enjoy it together.’

‘Scaling down from the macro to the micro environment, if 

you come across a challenge with a mind-set of engagement 

and collaboration, you can also intrinsically understand your 

own journey: what you need, what you are lacking, and how to 

fill in the gaps. Don’t limit yourself to a comfort zone,’ she says.

To support fellow colleagues in their personal learning 

journeys, Chau is keen to develop a cross-functional team 

that learns together and then cascades the learning across 

functions. ‘If one is in Singapore, one needs to have vast 

experience in different areas, she says. We are not all that 

different; we all have to learn about the rapid evolution of the 

finance industry. This may be a good way to build momentum 

in that.’ 

Chau is also a strong proponent of maintaining a healthy 

work-life balance. ‘I’m a real person at home, too; I cannot just 

exist there. I have to be present, and spend time with my loved 

ones,’ she says. ‘You cannot prioritise work without taking care 

of life. It is about being well. 

‘I get asked how I still have time to travel and indulge in my 

photography hobby. When I run out of energy, I need to step 

out and take photos; it is a kind of meditation for me. This 

process relaxes me, and I can go back to work or family, calmer 

and at peace. To me, it’s about making a choice.’ 

Chau adds that yoga is also helpful. ‘I’ve been practising it 

for 10 years,’ she says. ‘It has shaped me in the kind of balance 

I have today.’ AB

Joen Goh, journalist
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Protect yourself
With the intensity and reach of cyber attacks increasing, organisations need to put in 
place a robust and effective set of defences, says Cesar Bacani

‘extremely critical’ security update 

in March. Other organisations that 

fell victim, such as two hospitals in 

Indonesia, had not been as alert.  

These are all good, basic hygiene 

steps, but there’s no guarantee they will 

be enough the next time around. Marsh 

and Aon, another risk management 

company, both recommend that 

enterprises also take out insurance; this 

‘can be a powerful way to minimise the 

impact and cost of a breach,’ says Aon.

One panellist, the financial controller 

of a logistics and e-commerce company, 

said that insurance coverage is part 

of her organisation’s cybersecurity 

defences. But another, the CFO of an 

online grocery chain, said it was not.

‘We are a native digital company,’ 

explained this CFO; the company has 

integrated security in every nook and 

cranny of its systems and therefore feels 

confident it can withstand cyberattacks 

The CFO conceded, however, that 

his company may need to take out 

insurance if the extent, virulence and 

sophistication of ransomware and other 

cyber-attacks intensify. 

There was some pushback to the 

idea of insurance, with one CFO asking 

whether premiums could be better 

used to improve cyber defences.

Maybe so, but it’s not necessarily an 

either-or equation. In mitigating cyber 

risk, insurance may have a place in a 

company’s armoury, particularly when 

financial data and processes are in the 

cloud. However, it should not replace a 

robust end-to-end set of defences. AB

Cesar Bacani is editor-in-chief of 

CFO Innovation

At the 8th CFO Innovation Asia 
Forum in Singapore in May, the 400 
or so senior finance executives in 
attendance were polled on whether 
their company was affected by the 
WannaCry ransomware that had been 
launched globally earlier that week. 
More than nine out of 10 (96%) replied 
in the negative.

But there was no mistaking the 

interest in the panel discussion on 

cybersecurity and the finance function. 

As one panellist put it, WannaCry may 

not have been as widespread and 

destructive as feared, but it has planted 

the seeds for future attacks. 

So what can CFOs and others in the 

company do? First, acquire knowledge. 

Understand what WannaCry and other 

similar ransomware viruses are and 

what they do. According to Marsh, an 

insurance broker and risk management 

company, ransomware ‘holds data 

ransom by encrypting it and demanding 

payment for the decryption’.

What is new with WannaCry is that it 

does not rely on someone clicking on 

an infected link or attachment. Explains 

Marsh: ‘It is a worm which, once inside 

an organisation, searches for vulnerable 

machines, and infects a large number 

of these machines quickly even without 

any user involvement.’

That very few at the forum reported 

experiencing an infection is testament, 

perhaps, to the absence of vulnerable 

machines in the organisation or the 

effectiveness of their cyber defences. 

Or it may be that Singapore companies 

had been prompt in patching up the 

vulnerabilities in the Windows operating 

system when Microsoft released an 

In mitigating cyber 
risk, insurance 

may have a place 
in a company’s 

armoury
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Malaysia needs 
to end its heavy 

dependence on the 
infusion of capital 

and labour to stoke 
the economy

Time to step up
The recently launched Malaysia Productivity Blueprint should be a clarion call to the 
accountancy profession to overcome its current challenges, says Errol Oh

that productivity must be addressed 

holistically and in tandem, at the 

national, sector and enterprise levels.

The third big change required is 

the formation of a solid partnership 

between the government and the 

private sector.

Most people expect the government 

to take the lead when it comes to 

productivity policies and plans. But 

the blueprint now calls for a balancing 

of the role of the public and private 

sectors. In this partnership, the 

government provides the ecosystem 

that will enable productivity gains, while 

the private sector spearheads on-the-

ground implementation at enterprise 

level. Also, suitable industry associations 

and enterprise champions will be 

identified and empowered to act as ‘key 

change agents’.

Aside from the overall labour 

productivity growth target, each of the 

five main economic sectors has its own 

one. Labour productivity in the services 

sector needs to grow by 4.1% a year 

over the 11MP period – more than 

double the 2% per annum recorded 

between 2011 and 2015.

This is where accountants, particularly 

those in public practice, have a 

significant part to play. One of the 

services subsectors with relatively lower 

productivity is professional services. The 

accounting profession should regard the 

blueprint as a clarion call to work harder 

to overcome productivity challenges 

such as the shortage of professionals, 

low adoption of ICT, lack of scale and 

regulatory inconsistency.  AB

Errol Oh is executive editor of The Star

Many levers need to be pulled to make 
a nation strong and vibrant, but surely 
among the most critical is the one that 
determines productivity.

In his 1994 book, The Age of 
Diminished Expectations, Nobel Prize-

winning economist Paul Krugman wrote: 

‘Productivity isn’t everything, but in 

the long run it is almost everything. A 

country’s ability to improve its standard 

of living over time depends almost 

entirely on its ability to raise its output 

per worker.’

Unveiled on 8 May, the Malaysia 

Productivity Blueprint is a roadmap for 

how to reach the labour productivity 

growth target of 3.7% per annum during 

the 11th Malaysia Plan (11MP) period. 

That five-year span leading to 2020 

is not the long run Krugman had in 

mind, but the blueprint’s strategies 

and proposed changes are meant to 

have a deep and lasting impact. It 

starts with the recognition that Malaysia 

needs to end its heavy dependence 

on the infusion of capital and labour to 

stoke the economy, noting that ‘This 

input-driven growth is becoming more 

costly to sustain with every unit of input 

injected into the economy yielding less 

GDP growth compared to the past.’

This echoes the World Bank’s most 

recent biannual Malaysia Economic 
Monitor, published last December. 

It points out that with headwinds 

inhibiting capital accumulation and 

an ageing population slowing the 

expansion of the labour force, it is 

increasingly important for Malaysia to 

accelerate productivity growth.

More cohesion is also required; one 

of the blueprint’s guiding principles is 
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The benefits of ‘TPP-lite’
Favourable economic indicators and a change of heart from Japan mean that a ‘TPP-
lite’ agreement will become a ‘good enough’ alternative, believes Manu Bhaskaran

American nations see it in their interest 

to preserve as many of the benefits 

from TPP as possible, they are likely to 

support this ‘TPP-lite’ initiative.

In fact, there is a decent chance that 

a ‘good-enough’ TPP-11 agreement 

could emerge; Japan, whose size adds 

heft to this effort, sees strategic benefits 

to reviving the TPP. At a time of Asian 

unease about the Trump administration, 

Japan will boost its leadership 

credentials in Asia by taking the lead on 

protecting Asians from threats to trade. 

Keeping TPP-11 alive would also 

keep China, Japan’s rival for leadership 

in Asia, on the defensive, particularly 

since the rival to TPP, the Regional 

Comprehensive Economic Partnership 

agreement that China favours, is 

struggling to make headway.

The TPP process entailed a vast 

amount of negotiation to get the 

partner countries to put in place 

the domestic political compromises 

needed. Therefore, a lot of the work 

has already been done and there is a 

good chance that barriers to trade in a 

region encompassing more than 20% 

of the world economy will come down, 

providing the remaining countries with 

considerable potential to expand trade. 

An 11-country TPP is viable, although 

Asia will be careful to leave an opening 

that would allow the US to re-enter the 

TPP at a later stage. With activity on the 

rise and countries actively seeking to 

protect an open and liberal trade order, 

trade will continue to be an engine of 

growth for the region. AB

Manu Bhaskaran is CEO of Centennial 

Asia Advisors in Singapore

There is much concern over 
protectionism and other isolationist 
policies hurting the world trade that is 
so vital to Asia’s economic growth and 
prosperity. Observers have also been 
worried about the slow rebound in 
demand for Asian exports. 

However, cyclical indicators show 

that trade activity is gaining strength. 

And, while there are valid fears about 

structural threats to world trade such 

as protectionism, Asians can take heart 

from efforts to restart the Trans-Pacific 

Partnership (TPP) agreement. 

There is little doubt that global 

demand for Asian exports is accelerating. 

All four indicators that have been good 

predictors of trends in global trade have 

been positive in recent months: global 

air freight tonne kilometres up 8.4%; 

global container volumes up 5.3% year 

on year in February; export orders in 

positive territory; and the global tech 

cycle in good shape. 

Not surprisingly, the data shows Asian 

exporters performing well in recent 

months. Shipments from Asian export 

powerhouses such as Korea, Taiwan, 

Malaysia, Singapore and Indonesia point 

to increasing strength, with double-digit 

growth increasingly the norm. 

US President Donald Trump’s rejection 

of the TPP had been a huge blow.

Encouragingly, Asia-Pacific nations are 

working hard to create an 11-country 

TPP (TPP-11) without the US. Australia 

and Japan have taken the lead to 

work for such a deal. Japan has now 

moved away from its earlier stance 

that a TPP without the US would be 

meaningless. Since Asian countries such 

as Singapore and several of the Latin 

Asia will be 
careful to leave an 

opening that would 
allow the US to 

re-enter the TPP at 
a later stage
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Beyond borders
Whatever the implications of Brexit, ACCA will continue to champion the merits of a 
qualification without borders, says ACCA president Brian McEnery

whatever the implications of Brexit we 

will continue to champion the merits of 

a qualification without borders.

And that is why I think the Brexit 

discussion is not only engaging but 

important. This topic is not only logistical 

but emotional. At the forum, we started 

by talking about free trade, immigration 

and tax sovereignty in the context of the 

Brexit negotiations; perhaps we’ll end 

with an idea of what being truly ‘global’ 

means in today’s world. AB

Brian McEnery is a partner specialising 

in corporate restructuring and 

healthcare consulting at BDO Ireland

It’s been a tumultuous year in politics 
all over the world, but there is 
one particular topic that I find I’m 
discussing with ACCA members 
universally: Brexit.

Now that Article 50 has been 

triggered, and the UK has officially begun 

its separation from the European Union, 

the expected global impacts of Brexit 

have been much discussed. Of course 

the most immediate impact will be felt by 

the people of the UK and the EU, but the 

monumental geopolitical shift will affect 

ACCA members all over the world. 

I recently hosted a discussion on Brexit 

at the 2017 President’s Forum, held in 

Dublin at the end of June. I was joined by 

several Irish policymakers and influencers 

as we discussed the potential risks and 

opportunities that Brexit may incur for a 

small economy like Ireland.

It was interesting for me to wear two 

hats at this event: I am, of course, an 

Irishman – but I am also the president 

of a global body. And as I delivered my 

remarks, I realised just how important 

global bodies like ACCA are in helping 

us all to navigate this process. 

Removing my Irish hat for a moment, 

and speaking as the president of ACCA, 

a global organisation and representative 

body, I hope that those who saw Brexit as 

the first step in a momentum-gathering 

wave of overt patriotism and economic 

nationalism were wrong.

ACCA was founded on five principles, 

opportunity and diversity among them. 

We work to provide opportunity free 

from artificial barriers and to embrace 

the diversity, geographic or otherwise, 

of our members and students. 

The flow of students and professionals 

facilitates the global experience that 

tomorrow’s accountants need, and 

AB launches in Africa
On the topic of internationalism, I’m 

excited to announce that this column 

is also appearing in our very first 

issue of AB Africa, which launches 

this month. Africa is an important 

part of the world for ACCA, and 

I’m thrilled that we can bring more 

local stories to and from our African 

members. To all of you in the region, 

we hope you enjoy.
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The view from
Junzhi Wu ACCA, manager, risk service line,  
EY Advisory, Shenzhen, China

My job involves 
incorporating the 
suggestions and 
opinions of various 
people, from department 
supervisors to the 
chairman. Most of the 

time, the entities do 

not see problems in their way of 

conducting business. My job is to 

collect information from data to build 

evidence, then provide reasonable 

and practical suggestions to help 

them improve. It is challenging but 

enjoyable; like a doctor, I have to 

provide a prescription to the ‘patients’ 

after their diagnosis. 

The government in China is now 
committed to building a more 
transparent and jural economic 
environment. In 2011, China 

issued The Basic Standard for 

Enterprise Internal Controls 

and related guidances. The 

standard is now widely adopted 

by companies listed in China and 

pre-IPO firms. The management 

of many companies in China has 

gradually built up a strong awareness 

of internal control.

My ideal occupation is to be a 
professional trainer or facilitator 
to junior staff. On the one hand, I 

would love to share valuable lessons 

with young consultants, those facing 

the pressure of providing services 

to clients with far richer industry 

experience. On the other hand, it 

would allow me more time to develop 

through self-study. AB

I’m like a doctor. 
By referring 
to national 
regulations 

and industry 
best practice, I 

provide a physical 
examination

Accounting and finance are 
the foundation of business 
management. It is so 

valuable to be professional, 

with practical management 

experience, to help an entity 

achieve its strategic goals. 

I graduated with a bachelor’s degree 
with a double major in accounting and 
finance. Then, like most fresh graduates 

pursuing their dreams to become 

professional, I began by applying for 

a junior position as a consultant in EY, 

focusing on business risk management, 

and assessment and construction of 

entities’ internal control systems. 

The best analogy for my role is that 
I’m like a doctor. By referring to 

national regulations and industry best 

practice, I provide the client with a 

physical examination on their conduct, 

in the hope of diagnosing what 

controls the board are yet to establish 

to cover particular business risks, or 

whether the existing ones have been 

performed effectively. 

New CEO for GT
Peter Bodin will succeed Ed Nusbaum 

from 1 January 2018 as CEO of Grant 

Thornton International. For the past 

16 years he has been CEO of Grant 

Thornton Sweden. He received 

unanimous support from the board, 

including CEOs of Grant Thornton 

member firms from 14 countries and 

two independent directors, following a 

selection process supported by external 

experts. Nusbaum retires at the end of 

this year after eight years as CEO.

AI solution wins gold
CCH iQ, Wolters Kluwer’s tax and 

accounting solution that uses artificial 

intelligence to redefine how accounting 

firms do business in the cloud, has 

won gold for business innovation in 

the Asia-Pacific Stevie Awards. Russell 

Evans, CEO, Wolters Kluwer Asia Pacific 

& Brazil, says that its analytical tool set 

matches hundreds of annual tax events 

and maps potential outcomes to clients. 

Automated templates create a client 

engagement plan, with outcomes such 

as new high-value advisory actions and 

profitable revenue streams.

The link between professional 
ethics, education and oversight and 

more favourable corruption scores is 
three times stronger for professional 
accountants who have committed to 
these qualities than for individuals who 
do not possess professional accounting 
qualifications.’ Source: IFAC
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New direction
An initiative from Deloitte is challenging the way organisations solve complex issues 
by embracing fresh ways of thinking in a cutting-edge environment

When Sport Singapore set out 
to develop a new professional 
development programme for coaches, 
it eschewed the conventional 
boardroom discussions and 
PowerPoint-style presentations and 
headed to the Deloitte Greenhouse.

‘Singapore has a unique coaching 

landscape dominated by freelance 

coaches. We wanted to better support 

them through a combination of 

classroom work and supported practice 

– an academy of courses that would 

help create coaching as a sustainable 

career option,’ recalls Troy Engle, 

director of coaching and leadership 

development at Sport Singapore. 

Helping companies embrace new 

ways of thinking has been at the heart 

framework where we say “We’ve 

tried this before; let’s try it again” or 

“We tried it, it didn’t work, so let’s try 

something different.” But a lot of the 

time we’re constrained by what we 

know and our own experience. The 

Greenhouse is a structured, facilitated 

way of applying best practices in 

consultancies and that allows you to go 

out there and think differently.’

Different ways of thinking
Walton explains that the Greenhouse 

is all about using different methods 

to address challenges and encourage 

different ways of thinking. ‘How do we 

get you to forget everything that was 

done in the past and actually look at it 

from a blank sheet?’

of Deloitte Greenhouse, a series of 

workshops, called ‘labs’, that challenge 

companies by taking participants 

outside their daily environment and 

put them in a cutting-edge space – the 

‘Greenhouse’ – designed to stimulate 

creativity and bring new perspectives to 

complex issues.

Sport Singapore has used the 

Deloitte Greenhouse several times and 

Engle says the service helped guide its 

new personal development programme 

for coaches. ‘We wanted to see what 

they could offer to our direction and 

they didn’t let us down,’ he says.

James Walton, clients and 

markets partner at Deloitte Singapore 

and Southeast Asia, points out: ‘In 

organisations we get stuck in the 
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Deloitte Greenhouse’s Karen Brown: 
collecting comprehensive data and 
analysing best practice is key

and employers. ‘Historically we’ve 

had a very transactional system – very 

much employers/employees,’ Engle 

says. ‘The Greenhouse allowed them 

to step out of their roles and work 

more collaboratively. That was the 

best thing for us. We could look at the 

entire system through a different lens. 

The Greenhouse really set the tone for 

us to have productive conversations 

moving forward.’

Long-term sustainability
Brown’s team spends a lot of time 

on research, including collecting 

comprehensive data and analysing best 

practice that could be applied to the 

problem. ‘For Sport Singapore, we had 

to do research on the different models 

abroad, present the best examples of 

leadership academies and what you 

could learn from other industries and 

sectors that could also be applied,’ she 

explains. ‘We researched all the data 

in terms of how many coaches are out 

there, their profi les, amateur versus 

Karen Brown, Deloitte Greenhouse 

and client experience lead in Southeast 

Asia, notes that ‘it’s about accelerating 

the process, too. You can have plans 

and strategies, but trying to come up 

with something can take months on 

end. Here, you dedicate a day that is 

very planned out and you come up 

with an action plan, key owners for the 

project and how to move forward.’

Each facilitated session is tailored 

to the client and its needs, and applies 

a tested set of principles that combine 

behavioural science, analytics and 

technology. The aim is to disrupt 

conventional thinking and lead to 

tangible solutions.

Key to the lab’s success is the 

preparation ahead of time. While the 

lab may only run for one or two days, 

its planning requires an average of four 

to six weeks, during which time the 

programme leaders will work closely 

with the client to get an understanding 

of the scope of the challenge faced and 

what is expected from the workshop. 

‘The Greenhouse 
allowed coaches 

to work more 
collaboratively. 
We could look 

at the entire 
system through a 

different lens’

‘Typically we will spend some time with 

the client to help them decide what is 

the specifi c challenge faced; you can’t 

keep it vague or you won’t achieve 

anything in one day,’ Walton explains. 

‘You also have to decide who should 

be there and how the day should be 

planned. You might want to include 

your clients and a wide variety of their 

stakeholders to make it more effective.’

In the case of Sport Singapore, the 

decision was made to bring in coaches 
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Executive option
Deloitte also offers one-on-one Greenhouse Labs with senior corporate executives. 

These were originally run for newly appointed CFOs to help them move forward in 

their new role but they have now been extended to various executives (CEO, CIO, 

chief tax officer) taking up a new position.

‘In recent years, the role of the CFO has evolved from being the financial 

steward of the organisation to almost being a deputy CEO and a strategist that has 

to contribute to investment decisions, effectively controlling the budget but also 

being strategically important to the organisation,’ explains James Walton, clients 

and markets partner at Deloitte Singapore and Southeast Asia. ‘The Executive Lab 

is designed to help a senior executive who has been in their job for a couple of 

months, and comes up with a 180-day action plan on how they will move forward.

‘We will work with them to make sure their role is strategically important, that 

they are a strategist and catalyst and not just a financial steward. We’ll also talk about 

their personal ambition – for example, whether they want to be CEO at some stage 

and, if so, how they might position themselves for that role.’

professional, male versus female, age 

– data that could have implications on 

the long-term sustainability of their 

programme.’

‘You need a lot of information at your 

fingertips,’ Walton notes. ‘Some of it will 

go into the actual content and structure 

of the lab, and some is sent ahead as 

background and pre-reading material so 

that everyone is on the same page.’

On the day itself, the Greenhouse 

is set up especially for the needs of 

the session to deliver a stimulating 

experience ‘from the music when you 

enter the lab to the decoration on the 

walls – even the name badge’, Brown 

explains. (For one client, Deloitte created 

badges like doctor’s name tags; for 

another they were superhero-themed.)

With its touch screens, bean bags 

and coffee area full of treats, the 

Greenhouse space in Singapore looks 

straight out of Silicon Valley. A typical 

session will start with a few ice-breaker 

games and energisers, Brown says. 

‘You’re trying to get people loosened 

up and make them feel like they are all 

on an equal footing.’

Mind expanding
Ideation – the generation of new ideas 

– is a key focus, driven by the client, 

Brown explains. ‘We start by looking at 

how we can expand their minds, looking 

at case studies, particular business 

models, in ways that they haven’t 

necessarily thought. Then in the second 

part they have to do the heavy lifting, 

because they know their businesses and 

challenges better than anybody else.’

‘We are not there to say the solution 

is this; if we knew, then we would tell 

the clients and we wouldn’t need to 

have the Greenhouse,’ Walton adds. 

‘You want people to co-create their 

own solution, so that they are invested 

in the project.’ He points out that it’s 

vital for the client to arrive without any 

preconceived ideas about the outcome.

‘One of the things that was 

impressive is that the facilitator had 

done significant research to guide 

the conversation,’ Engle says. ‘They 

didn’t steer it but they asked the right 

questions to open the discussion. It was 

really fruitful.’

Sport Singapore launched CoachSG 

at an inaugural conference in May, and 

Engle credits the Greenhouse with 

helping with its conceptual branding: 

‘We were initially thinking of calling 

it an academy, but we didn’t want 

people to think they would come to a 

classroom and get a diploma; CoachSG 

is more about coaches embracing a 

lifetime of development and employers 

recognising that.’

While no specific decision was 

made during the Deloitte-guided 

session, Engle says that it did ‘open 

lines of communications and help 

clarify the decisions that we took later. 

The chance of us launching CoachSG 

without the kind of clarity and purpose 

of vision that was established earlier 

during our Greenhouse session would 

not have happened.’ AB

Sonia Kolesnikov-Jessop, journalist

Because executive alignment is 

vital for any new project, getting the 

right people in the room is one of the 

key success factors, as is facilitating 

the session so that everybody has an 

equal voice.

‘There is a risk that the more 

senior people will dominate the 

discussion, so when we design the 

lab we’re very careful about how the 

breakout groups are constructed to 

get the right balance of people in 

terms of expertise and experience. 

It’s not supposed to be a management-

leading experience,’ Walton explains. 

‘I think what clients value is the ability 

of our experienced moderator to keep 

the conversation on track because 

it’s quite easy for someone to hijack 

the issue and start talking about 

something else.’

Walton believes that the main 

differentiators of the Greenhouse 

experience are the proprietary 

methodology used to conduct the lab, 

as well as the moderators of the session, 

who are not just career facilitators but 

professionals in their own right, with 

experiences in professional services, 

strategies and operations.
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All around 
the world
International alliances are helping 
accountancy firms to offer more to their 
clients and forge new relationships

do in a timely manner for 

expansion, or you can join an 

international network to get 

the needed resources.’

Founded in the UK in 1979, Alliott 

Group is a global association of 

independent accounting, law and 

consulting firms. The group aims to 

cultivate creativity and innovation 

among its members by providing 

them with new ideas, technology 

and industry connections around the 

world ‘who have a strong desire to 

As the world becomes 
more connected and integrated 
through technology, international 
accounting alliances have increased 
in popularity. These offer a range of 
benefits to individual accountancy 
firms if they can strike a good balance 
between the costs and the benefits.

Small and mid-sized accountancy firms 

are increasingly looking to join alliances 

to leverage their business and streamline 

their services. Accountancy firms in Asia 

have picked up on this trend as well, 

especially those in business hubs such as 

Hong Kong and Singapore. 

Case in point is Lawrence 

Cheung CPA, a practising audit firm 

registered under the Professional 

Accountants Ordinance with the Hong 

Kong Institute of Certified Public 

Accountants. Lawrence Cheung CPA 

was founded in 1978 and joined Alliott 

Group in 2013. 

‘We joined Alliott Group in order 

to expand our business globally,’ 

Amie Cheung, principal at Lawrence 

Cheung CPA, explains. ‘There is a 

limitation to our professional industry 

such that each jurisdiction has its own 

tax laws and different accounting and 

auditing standards. So, in order to 

expand globally you have to either 

obtain qualifications in other jurisdictions 

through your staff, which is hard to 

24 Accounting and Business July/August 2017

AP_YPRAC_Alliance.indd   24 08/06/2017   15:51



and need overseas audit assistance. 

TGS Global is trying to expand across 

Asia; Most of its member firms are 

based in Asia.

‘We refer our clients to TGS 

members for auditing,’ she explains. 

‘Member firms are more willing to 

share papers with each other so there is 

more collaboration.’ 

When clients want to set up a new 

office or subsidiary overseas, Chua 

says, they ask whether the firm can 

recommend contacts. ‘So, for example, 

if a client wants to set up a new 

business in Indonesia, we would check 

the requirements for doing that and 

understand the market first, then we 

would share the knowledge with them 

and advise them on whether or not they 

should go ahead,’ Chua says.

Business opportunities
The ability to share clients in this way 

makes finding business easier, too. 

Joining accounting alliances therefore 

leads to huge business opportunities.

‘It is quite an important part of our 

clientele,’ Chua says. ‘Now everyone 

wants to go global. Singapore is too 

small, so they always ask us for overseas 

contacts and information.’

TGS Global aims to make the 

complex world of international trade 

as simple as possible while at the 

learn more about their business and 

that of their clients’, according to the 

group’s website.

Reach out
The worldwide connections are the key 

reason for joining, Cheung says. ‘The 

international network allows us to easily 

reach out to member firms, which we 

meet with at least twice a year. Some 

member firms have common clients with 

us, and this makes things much easier in 

terms of organisation structure planning 

and tax planning for our clients,’ she says. 

Cheung adds that every other 

month, Lawrence Cheung CPA joins a 

conference call with Alliott Group’s other 

member firms. The network enables 

easier and more frequent communication, 

which makes working with other member 

firms’ staff similar to working with in-

house colleagues. 

‘When you have to refer your client 

to an accounting firm overseas, it 

feels more reliable to refer them to a 

member because you know the firm and 

their standard already,’ she says. 

‘You wouldn’t have to take the risk of 

referring your client to a stranger.’

Since Alliott Group screens firms 

before admitting them to the network, 

members do not have to worry about 

the capabilities and knowledge of those 

they choose to work with. It is a given 

that all the members have very good 

practice standards and expertise in their 

own jurisdictions. 

In an age where it has become 

increasingly common for businesses 

to operate in multiple countries 

and regions, this network benefit is 

crucial for an accountancy firm to 

serve its clients effectively. According to 

Soo Rui Chua, audit partner at CA Trust 

PAC, a Singapore-based accounting 

firm that is a member of international 

accountancy network TGS Global, many 

Singaporean companies set up holding 

companies or subsidiaries in Hong Kong 

same time providing its clients with 

opportunities to advance their global 

business development. 

The group holds annual conferences 

to share updates on country-specific 

and regional regulatory requirements. 

A current focus of discussions is global 

anti-money laundering, with the group 

providing advice on implementing anti-

money laundering measures. 

Another initiative that TGS Global 

is working on with its member firms 

is the development of an auditing 

software that can be used across 

jurisdictions. Such software would make 

it easier for member firms to share and 

review information.

TGS Global currently has 48 members 

from 44 countries. Firms are all 

independently owned and specialise 

in the provision of accounting, audit, 

tax, business advisory and commercial 

legal services. 

‘Accountancy firms have to diversify 

to other areas and services to stay 

competitive,’ Chua says. ‘Just 

accounting is too small a business.’

The advantages of joining an 

international accounting alliance are a 

no-brainer for firms that have their eyes 

set beyond the borders of their home 

country. But with a growing number of 

alliances, how should accountancy firms 

pick which one to join?

Cheung warns that, for some 

accountancy firms, typically very small 

local ones that are just starting to 

position themselves in the industry, 

the benefits of joining an international 

alliance may not outweigh the costs.

‘When you join these international 

networks, they have rules for 

membership,’ she explains. ‘An 

example is the speed of your 

response to questions from network 

members. Alliott Group requires a 

24-hour response time, so small firms 

might not have the manpower to 

entertain that.’ 

It is a given that all 
the members have 
very good practice 

standards and 
expertise in their 
own jurisdictions
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Location, location, location
The key to successfully joining an international accountancy alliance may be location, 

says Amie Cheung, principal at Lawrence Cheung CPA. The firm was, she explains, 

with another smaller international network before it joined Alliott Group, but that 

particular network only covered Europe and didn’t meet clients’ needs.

‘The network didn’t cover the jurisdictions which our clients wanted to expand to, 

so in order to look for help we found Alliott Group,’ Cheung says. ‘After switching 

to this alliance, we feel that our clients are being supported better, especially in the 

US. Alliott Group has a broader network in the US, Europe, South America, Australia, 

Africa and South-East Asia.’

Which alliance is more suitable depends on the client needs of each accounting 

firm. Some might want to expand to developing countries like Nigeria or Peru, 

Cheung points out. Alliances that have a regional focus could leverage expertise 

and enable more sophisticated services, whereas those with a more global operation 

would have the resources and capacity to expedite global expansion for member 

firms in ways that regional networks cannot.   

‘It is all about location,’ Cheung says. ‘Where our network members are located 

covers the needs of our clients.’

alliance with a strong brand reputation 

is a sign of credibility. 

‘When clients want to expand 

overseas, they trust our choice of 

member firms to help them with various 

issues,’ Cheung explains. ‘They feel like 

you’re very handy in terms of information 

on local business environments. A good 

alliance therefore makes things hassle-

free for clients and helps us to make 

sure they are in good hands.’

However, overreliance is never a 

good thing. Trust should be built mainly 

between the firm and its clients. And 

local businesses can also be successful 

without an international network, 

Cheung adds.

‘It depends on how you position your 

firm in the market – whether you focus 

on local clients or have a vision of going 

global,’ she says.

Hong Kong is an example where 

many accountancy firms would aim 

to go global. ‘Hong Kong is a hub for 

international business, the world’s freest 

economy and a gateway to mainland 

China,’ Cheung says. ‘The needs of our 

clients to expand to overseas countries 

and mainland China drive the needs of 

our firm to go global.’ AB

Carmen Ho, journalist

Language limitations
Cheung adds that, in addition to 

numbers, accountancy firms also 

need to have staff who have the 

right language skills. ‘If no staff speak 

fluent English, I would suggest the 

firm does not join, as the common 

language within the network is English,’ 

she says.

And, of course, there is a membership 

fee. ‘You have to balance the benefits 

with the costs,’ Chua points out.

Whether or not a firm should 

join therefore depends on its 

characteristics. According to Chua, 

nowadays clients often 

prefer to use auditors 

who are part of the same 

group. Being a member of 

a well-known accounting 
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Friends indeed 
Firms in Japan are looking to cats, dogs 

and even goats to ease workplace 

stress. In one Tokyo IT firm, staff are 

permitted to frolic with their feline 

friends brought from home, and are 

offered a bonus for rescuing a cat. At 

Oracle Japan, an Old English Sheepdog 

named Candy works as a ‘greeting 

and healing ambassador’ according 

to the company website. As befitting 

a celebrity, Candy even has her own 

Twitter and Instagram accounts. 

Meanwhile, Pasona Group ‘hired’ two 

goats in 2011 and two alpacas in 2013 

as  full-time employees, partly for 

healing purposes. 

China’s IPO explosion 
In the first quarter of this year, China’s 

12 technology IPOs represented the 

highest number of technology IPOs in 

any region. Total proceeds from the 

IPOs in China reached US$1.2 billion in 

Q1, according to PwC. ‘Consistent with 

our expectations, the number of China 

tech IPOs continues to grow as a result 

of the faster CSRC (China Securities 

Regulatory Commission) IPO approval 

process,’ PwC China and Hong Kong 

TMT leader Wilson Chow noted.

72% 
of global execs say the world has 
become a riskier place over the past 
year (down from 87% in 2016), with 
increasing competition, 
regulatory risk and 
economic slowdown 
identified as the 
top three threats. 
Source: BDO

The view from
Yeoh Siong Chin ACCA, finance manager, Tropical 
Consolidated Corporation, Malaysia

and the curators of key 

strategies.

Despite being the finance 
manager, I no longer 
dwell so much on timely 
closings and accuracy of 
accounts. My role covers 

a wide spectrum of finance, including 

credit approval, management reporting, 

new investment analysis, new project 

lead, and strategic partner to the 

business unit head. The thing I enjoy 

most is the opportunity given by senior 

management to support business 

decision-making. They’ve also given 

me the chance to lead projects for new 

business opportunities. 

Malaysia is a peaceful country with 
an exciting mix of ethnicities and 
cultures living harmoniously together. 
Doing business in Malaysia holds 

many advantages. From banking 

facilities to readily available skilled 

labour, Malaysia really has it all. One 

of the most important features of a 

developing economy is the supporting 

infrastructure and connectivity. We 

have an excellent network of highways 

connecting the nation and cross-border 

links with neighbouring Singapore 

and Thailand.

I’m more of a business person than 
an accounting person. I will work 

towards becoming a business partner 

to an organisation, or better still, my 

own company. I enjoy translating the 

figures into business language, and 

using my abilities to make sound 

business decisions. AB

The profession 
is shifting 

towards a role of 
business partner 
to management, 

providing strategic 
values and business 

understanding 

I didn’t begin my career in 
finance like many accounting 
graduates did. Instead I 

opted to start my career as 

a management trainee in 

Genting Berhad. I spent my 

first year being groomed 

for leadership, with training 

in presentation, communication and 

interviewing skills. I have no regrets, even 

though this was a non-accounting role. 

The whole experience shaped me into a 

better leader, not just a manager. After 

that I spent several fruitful years as an 

internal auditor, where I picked up skills 

in auditing, analysis, interpreting financial 

statements, controls and governance. 

In the past, accountants were only 
expected to present the numbers to 
top management. In my opinion, the 

role of an accountant has changed 

significantly over the past decades. It is 

fair to say that the profession is shifting 

towards a role akin to a business partner 

to management, providing strategic 

values and understanding the business. 

We are now very much future-oriented 
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Ties that bind
Successful family businesses can lose everything if they do not have robust succession 
plans in place. Yet PwC research shows the message still isn’t getting through in Asia

From the moment Kam Shui Fai 
starting selling hot siu mei (roasted 
meat) on a Hong Kong sidewalk last 
century, his plan – to provide for his 
children a better life, and livelihood, 
than his own – was on course.

Kam’s Yung Kee Restaurant, 

established in 1938, became one of 

Hong Kong’s most successful restaurants, 

famous for roast goose, its signature 

of family members eventually ate away 

at its foundations and in December 

2015, the culinary institution was wound 

up by a court’s liquidation order. Today, 

the rise and fall of Yung Kee is held as 

a business case study of what can go 

wrong when family enterprises neglect 

to reinvent themselves in response 

to generational differences and the 

changing business landscape. 

dish. His sons – and, subsequently, the 

next generation – had roles in running 

the business, but in the traditional way of 

Asia’s Confucian family enterprises, the 

founder – patriarch Kam – retained sole 

control of the decision-making.

The business expanded and 

prospered, once named by Fortune 

magazine as one of the world’s top 15 

restaurants. But the internal squabbles 
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A question of communication
Why does a family business fail? According to Fung Mei Lin, PwC Malaysia’s 

entrepreneurial and private clients leader and senior executive director, as the 

business and family members mature, their needs, expectations and goals may 

conflict. ‘A family business strategy must fit well with its family structure, values and 

strengths, taking into account the risk tolerance of its family members – and this is 

not going to be easy,’ she says. 

The best family strategies are, she says, those that are explicit, communicated and 

agreed upon. ‘For example, an owner may tell his children in the business, “I can 

accept a RM50,000 mistake. Anything more may make me concerned about your ability 

to manage the business.” This is a way of telling them what his expectations are.’

A typical company has rules, systems and procedures that employees learn when 

they join. In a family business, these structures may be more informal and organic. 

Potential conflicts can arise when these two systems merge, Fung says. 

‘The family and business systems can be strong together when the right attitude 

and mindset are applied with the right conflict resolution mechanism,’ she says. 

‘Done well, this can be a strong competitive differentiator, helping family businesses 

achieve sustainable success across generations.’

Fung Mei Lin, PwC Malaysia 

entrepreneurial and private clients 

leader and senior executive director, 

agrees that family businesses must 

focus their efforts in formulating a 

robust strategic plan if they want to 

successfully carry on their legacy into 

future generations. ‘For many, day-to-

day operational activities appear to take 

precedence over strategic planning that 

can ensure future growth,’ she says.

While by no means region-specific, 

the concern is amplified in Asia Pacific 

where businesses have the most 

ambitious growth plans, Fung adds. 

PwC’s research shows that 21% of family 

businesses in Asia are looking for the 

quickest and most aggressive growth, 

compared with Western Europe (10%), 

North America (12%) and global (15%).

Fung considers the lack of a robust 

and properly communicated succession 

plan to be ‘an obvious fault-line in the 

family business model and an inevitable 

risk derailing even the most carefully 

constructed business continuity plans’.

With 69% of family businesses in 

Malaysia already having next-generation 

family members working in the business, 

they can’t afford to let the lack of a 

strategic plan limit them in their growth 

ambitions, Fung says. Succession 

planning, she asserts, is more than just 

identifying the right person to take 

over the current generation’s role. 

‘It is the embodiment of the overall 

decision-making process within the 

family business, making the values and 

aspirations of the current generation 

real for the future generations to 

come. It also ensures that the aims 

of the owners and the family, and the 

objectives of the firm, are properly 

aligned over the medium to long term.’

Increasingly, many family businesses 

in Asia recognise that it is not necessary 

to have only family members manage 

the business as they adapt to the rapidly 

evolving environment. For instance, 

In the modern world – for a variety 

of reasons – the failed succession 

of traditional family businesses is a 

growing phenomenon. Research by 

Joseph Fan, a finance professor at the 

Chinese University of Hong Kong, shows 

that Asian family firms lose almost 60% 

of their value in the first transfer of 

power, when the founder steps down. 

In his paper, published in 2014, Prof Fan 

likened the seriousness of what he had 

discovered to ‘corporate bankruptcy’.

Yet PwC’s latest global Family 
Business Survey finds that succession 

planning poses a significant challenge 

for a majority of these ventures 

operating in Asia. In Hong Kong and 

China, only 10% of family businesses 

surveyed reported having a robust, 

documented and communicated 

succession plan in place. 

In Malaysia, 31% of family businesses 

surveyed had no succession plan in 

place, compared with 43% globally, 

while only 15% have a robust, 

documented and communicated 

succession plan in place. A majority 

(62%) identified succession planning 

within the company as a key challenge 

in the next five years. 

Singaporean family firms show a 

particular reluctance to handing over 

the reins. Among the respondents, 

only 12% have a succession plan for 

all senior executives, while ‘a startling’ 

45% have no succession plan in place. 

Just 20% of respondents in Singapore 

indicated that they have incapacity and 

death arrangements, half that of family 

businesses globally (40%).

Rallying point
Ng Siew Quan, Asia Pacific 

entrepreneurial and private client 

leader, PwC Singapore, says the 

findings show a recurring theme. 

‘There’s no point having detailed 

plans for business continuity if the 

single most significant risk to this is 

not addressed,’ he says. ‘A managed 

succession process can be a rallying 

point for the family, allowing it to 

reinvent itself in response to changing 

circumstances, but without a plan it is 

the most obvious “failure factor” for the 

family business.’ 
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More information

Download PwC’s latest global Family 
Business Survey at bit.ly/pwc-fam

‘Trust and 
fairness are key 
traits identified 

with finance 
professionals, 

which encapsulate 
the values of 

family businesses’

while Singaporean respondents cited 

an increased desire to have ownership 

of a business remain within the family, 

they also expressed a willingness to 

bring in professional management to 

handle its day-to-day operations. ‘The 

availability of options to pursue their 

ambitions outside the family business 

may be a reason, amongst others, as 

to why family owners are not passing 

on both management and ownership 

fully to the next generation,’ PwC’s 

report finds. 

As the number of family shareholders 

grows, the introduction of corporate and 

family governance can be a significant 

advantage to clearly segregate what is 

family and what is business, the report 

continues. The family business can 

benefit from the wisdom and experience 

contributed by the independent 

professional managers, thus allowing 

the family shareholders to focus their 

efforts in dealing with exceptional issues 

and developing clear strategic plans for 

future generations.

In explaining why succession planning 

‘is a process, not an event’, Quan 

stresses the pivotal role to be played by 

the finance function. ‘Trust and fairness 

are key traits commonly identified with 

finance professionals, and which also 

encapsulate the commonly held values 

of family businesses,’ he says. 

They have a lot to gain – or lose. 

According to findings from PwC’s global 

survey, among family businesses – a 

pillar of the economy and reportedly 

more than six million in China alone 

– 64% have grown over the past year, 

despite economic uncertainty. 

As Hong Kong’s Yung Kee case 

demonstrates, impartial financial 

advice could be a make or break. The 

company’s liquidation was brought to a 

head when the families of two feuding 

sons of the founder failed to reach a 

settlement on price in the buy-up of 

company shares.

Yvonne Kam Kiu-yan, granddaughter 

of the patriarch, said at the time that 

there had been no intention to kill the 

business. ‘My father promised to my late 

grandfather that we would try our very 

best to take care of Yung Kee,’ Kam told 

the South China Morning Post. AB

Peta Tomlinson, journalist

‘Given the training and nature of 

the job, finance professionals are 

equipped with the ability to take on an 

independent and objective position 

to communicating information and/or 

resolving matters that can otherwise run 

the risk of being an emotionally driven 

exercise. They also have the ability to 

provide some structure to balance the 

intricate and often delicate relationship 

between family and business.’

Well-placed advisers
According to Singapore Management 

University (SMU), family business 

advisers – such as PwC’s Asia Pacific 

Centre for Family Business Excellence, 

as well as KPMG Enterprise, Deloitte 

Private, EY’s Family Business and firms 

outside the Big Four – are well placed 

to help families cope with the changing 

dynamics related to the family, the 

business or both. Given the complexity 

of the structure of the family, its 

ownership and the business, SMU writes 

in a recent report, advisers can play an 

integral role in balancing the demands 

of these overlapping dimensions. 
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All change for Hong Kong
Hong Kong’s introduction of guidelines to strengthen the role of independent non-
executive directors in the banking sector could benefit professional accountants

INEDs and also what needs to be done 

to ensure there will be enough suitably 

qualified people able to serve as INEDs 

on local boards in future. 

Shore up the cracks
‘The guidelines cover everything from 

where the independent non-executive 

directors should be recruited to how to 

structure the board to ensure they have 

some power and remain independent,’ 

says Paul Haswell, a partner in the Hong 

Kong office of the international law firm 

Pinsent Masons.

He believes that although Hong 

Kong wasn’t as badly hit by the 2008 

financial crisis as the US or Europe, it 

was nevertheless necessary to shore up 

any cracks in the system. ‘I think this is a 

sensible thing; the banking sector does 

need a bit of a watchful eye, a third party 

to keep a check on what is going on,’ 

Haswell says, adding that this is even 

more critical as banks look for new ways 

of doing business online and in fintech. 

Almost 10 years on from the global 
financial crisis of 2008, Hong Kong’s 
currency board and de facto central 
bank is preparing to introduce new 
guidelines that will come into effect 
at the end of this year. These will 
strengthen the role of independent 
non-executive directors (INEDs) and 
give renewed focus to corporate 
governance at the city’s banks.

This is good news for accountants. 

The move means an increased demand 

for mid- to senior-level accountants well 

versed in the relevant guidelines. What’s 

more, demand from Chinese banks is 

expected to be especially high. 

But first, some background to the 

guidelines that will come into effect by 

14 December. In a circular to the chief 

executives of banks and the directors of 

boards of local authorised institutions 

(AI), Norman Chan, chief executive of the 

Hong Kong Monetary Authority (HKMA), 

pointed to weaknesses in corporate 

governance that the financial crisis had 

exposed. He said that in many cases 

boards and individual directors were 

unable to understand the risks that their 

institutions were exposed to and thus 

unable to manage or mitigate that risk. 

‘This has led to a greater emphasis 

on the role of the board, and in 

particular the role of INEDs, what is 

expected of them and the knowledge, 

expertise and – not least – personal 

qualities they must possess in order to 

do their jobs effectively,’ Chan wrote. 

With this in mind, in July 2015 the 

HKMA pulled together a small group of 

members with experience in corporate 

governance – and in particular the 

banking sector – to study the role of 

INEDs. The group submitted its report 

in December 2015 and an industry 

consultation was carried out on the 

recommendations in early 2016. 

Chan’s circular – ‘Empowerment of 

Independent Non-Executive Directors 

(INEDs) in the Banking Industry in Hong 

Kong’ – sets out what is expected of 

C
PD
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More information

Read ‘Get on board as a non-exec’, AB 
February 2017, at bit.ly/ACCA-ap-ned

Get CPD units by answering questions 
on this article at accaglobal.com/abcpd

How to train an INED
The Hong Kong Monetary Authority recommends that independent non-executive 

directors from non-banking backgrounds should understand: 

* the operations, business and main income drivers of the authorised institution (AI) 

* the regulatory regime and regulatory focuses, and key concerns raised by the 

regulatory authorities

* types of risk the AI is exposed to

* the AI’s risk-management and compliance frameworks, including its anti-money 

laundering and counter-terrorist financing arrangements

* IT and payment systems and their importance to the AI

* internal audit functions and coverage

* treating customers fairly as a matter of ethics.

and cost-saving processes that many 

firms are undergoing.’ 

Interested in becoming an INED? 

In addition to accountants, those 

from banking, law and finance will 

also be considered. It goes without 

saying that you should be a person of 

integrity, and extensive professional 

or business experience is a must. 

Although a banking background is not 

necessary, you should have the ability 

to manage operational, financial and 

reputational risks. 

Interest protector
And should you be accepted as an 

INED, what will you do? You will be 

expected to sit on or chair board 

committees. As well as protecting 

the interests of shareholders, you will 

be expected to protect the interests 

of other stakeholders – depositors 

and customers – as well as the wider 

public interest. This is a position that 

is expected to take up a significant 

amount of time; you must prepare well 

for meetings and attend all board and 

committee meetings in person. 

Independence is essential. The 

guidelines lay out specific areas where 

this might be compromised, such as 

material business relationships with the 

bank or an immediate family member 

who has been a member of the senior 

Although surprised that the 

HKMA has taken such a formal 

step, Haswell concedes that it is 

necessary in the current environment. 

‘The HKMA has been increasingly 

proactive in the last few years,’ he says. 

‘Ultimately it is seeing competition 

from other jurisdictions, Singapore 

and increasingly China; it needs 

to ensure the competitiveness of 

Hong Kong. ‘It’s very good news for 

accountants – and it could be quite 

lucrative, too.’ 

As of 14 December, all AIs will be 

expected to have at least one INED 

on their board with a background in 

accounting, banking or other relevant 

financial industry. The guidelines 

suggest a basic fee of at least 

HK$400,000 a year, plus additional 

payments for membership or chairing of 

board committees. 

Dean Stallard, regional director of 

Hays in Hong Kong, says that one of the 

hottest areas of hiring is for accounting 

and finance professionals with HKMA 

regulatory reporting experience. He 

sees the greatest demand coming from 

Chinese banks. ‘One factor is due to 

the large investment being poured into 

Chinese banks this year compared to 

their foreign counterparts,’ he says. 

‘Much of the focus for foreign banks is 

the continuing outsourcing, migration 

Hong Kong is 
preparing to 

introduce new 
guidelines to 

strengthen the role 
of independent 
non-executive 

directors

management in the last three years. 

And previous service on a government 

or regulatory agency might require a 

‘cooling-off’ period. The HKMA also 

recommends that AIs take out insurance 

cover in case of legal action against 

their directors.  

Stallard advises accountants to 

stay ahead of the curve by keeping 

up-to-date on HKMA movements 

through self-study and researching the 

guidelines. ‘As the guidelines become 

more stringent, this increases the need 

to hire or upskill accountants who are 

familiar with the new guidelines,’ he 

says. ‘This will undoubtedly increase the 

competitiveness between accountants.’ 

And the bank itself will be 

responsible for giving INEDs appropriate 

induction and ongoing training, including 

regular briefings on operations and risk 

management regarding different areas 

of the bank as well as the wider industry 

and regulatory developments. AB

Kate Whitehead, journalist 

C
PD
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Get in sync
Thousands of miles away from headquarters, the 
managers of overseas subsidiaries can go rogue. 
Arron Fraser explains how to stop it happening

investment in IT tools and the placing of 

expatriate managers in the subsidiary. 

A head office is less likely to employ 

stringent monitoring mechanisms 

at subsidiaries with outstanding 

performance, particularly in finance; 

in this scenario, head office tends to 

manage by the numbers. However, 

this laissez-faire approach increases 

the likelihood of overseas subsidiary 

managers going rogue as a result 

of their confidence in their own 

competence and past successes. 

Overseas subsidiary managers 

like to see their views and feedback 

incorporated into plans and directives 

handed down by head office. When 

their view of local conditions is taken 

into account, they feel a sense of value. 

Ideally, they want to be in dialogue 

with head office before, during and 

after any decisions are taken centrally. 

Meaningful consultation is likely to lead 

to shared understanding and, ultimately, 

compliance with head office directives. 

Relationships established outside 

of work between head office and the 

overseas subsidiary manager have a 

positive effect on relationships within 

work. Social activities outside the 

office help build trust, bonding and 

shared experiences, and allow overseas 

subsidiary managers to view their 

relationship with head office as more 

than just a transactional connection. 

They feel part of the process rather than 

just a means to an end. 

The continued expansion of 

multinationals makes it impractical for 

head office to be in total control of all 

their overseas subsidiary managers’ 

actions. By paying attention to the 

three elements highlighted here, 

organisations can get the best out of 

their activities, wherever in the world 

these may be. AB

Arron Fraser FCCA is CEO of Power 

Producer and Distribution Inc, Guyana

As multinationals continue to expand 
abroad, the question of how to keep 
managers in overseas subsidiaries 
aligned with strategy and policies set 
by head office has become ever more 
important. Reasons why overseas 
managers are more of an alignment 
problem than domestic subsidiary 
managers include distance, information 
asymmetry and cultural differences. 

Independence can produce risks. 

For example, overseas subsidiary 

managers may succumb to empire 

building, resources may be wasted and 

relationships strained, and strategic 

focus lost. If divergence persists, the 

tension between headquarters and 

the overseas manager can undermine 

the economic success not only of the 

subsidiary but also of the company as 

a whole. 

So how can companies mitigate or 

eliminate the failure of their overseas 

subsidiary managers to comply with 

head office directives? Our recent 

research suggests the following three 

factors are key: 

* investment in efficient and effective 

monitoring mechanisms to give 

continuous surveillance of overseas 

subsidiary managers’ actions 

* meaningful consultation between 

head office and overseas 

subsidiary managers 

* positive personal relationships 

between head office and overseas 

subsidiary managers. 

In any head office/subsidiary manager 

relationship there is a temptation for 

subsidiary managers to pursue personal 

goals at the expense of the company’s 

objectives. This issue becomes bigger 

when the relationship is between 

head office and an overseas subsidiary 

manager. The key to keeping the 

organisation in sync lies in monitoring. 

Geographical distance makes 

physical monitoring by head office 

difficult, so monitoring mechanisms are 

needed in the form of audits, reports, 

34 Accounting and Business July/August 2017

AP_YCORP_subsids.indd   34 06/06/2017   15:34



Beyond fi nance
Institutional investors round the world are showing a growing interest in environmental, 
social and corporate issues when making decisions, according to an EY survey

ESG is in demand
EY’s survey on environmental, social and corporate 

governance (ESG) disclosures reveals an increased 

interest from institutional investors globally in 

nonfi nancial information. 

Regional variation
Regional differences in ESG evaluations have narrowed. 

Below are the number of investors conducting an 

evaluation of environmental and social impact disclosures:

Difficult to compare 
Which of the following statements best refl ects your views 

on why you do not consider nonfi nancial issues in your 

decision-making?

Nonfi nancial measurements 
are seldom available for 
comparison with those of 
other companies

Nonfi nancial disclosures 
are seldom material or 
have fi nancial impact

Nonfi nancial information 
is often inconsistent, 
unavailable or not verifi ed

Pivotal role
In the past 12 months, how frequently has a company’s 

nonfi nancial performance played a pivotal role in your 

investment decision-making?

ESG issues have quantifi able impacts 

Generating sustainable returns requires sharp 
focus on ESG 

Environmental and social issues offer risks and 
opportunities but companies don’t see them as core to 
the business 

CEOs should have a long-term strategy for value creation 
and affi rm the board has reviewed it 

Agree strongly Agree Disagree Disagree strongly

42% 2015            2016

EMEIA* Americas Asia-Pacific

25%
38%

33%

22% 23%

27%

26%11% 23%

31%
35% 22% 28%

24%
27%

5%

41%

42%

16%

42%

42%

38%

30%

39%

50%

51%

52%

53%

6%

10%

16%

5%

2%

1%

2%

3%

Frequently NeverOccasionally Seldom

* Europe, Middle East, India and Africa

More information

The survey covers 320 professional investors globally. Find 
Is your nonfi nancial performance revealing the true value of 
your business to investors? at bit.ly/esgvalue

201620152013
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A two-horse race
Deloitte and PwC are frontrunners in the accountancy network global rankings, 
according to the latest figures for 2016 from International Accounting Bulletin

Deloitte and PwC continue to jockey for top spot in 
the accountancy network global rankings. In the 
latest figures for 2016, Deloitte won out with 5% 

growth, pushing its fee income to US$36.8bn – last year’s 
income was US$35bn. PwC faltered, recording growth of 
2%, which meant it slipped to second place. The top two 
remained comfortably ahead of EY and KPMG (table 1).  

Networks’ fees
The fee gap between the Big Four and the rest remains 

significant. Altogether, according to the 2016 International 

Accounting Bulletin survey, fee income for the top 30 firms 

amounted to US$168.5bn, of which the Big Four accounted 

for US$127.7bn, or 75%. For the mid-tier firms to catch the 

smallest Big Four firm KPMG, BDO would have to merge 

with the next five firms below them. For those firms outside 

the top four, Grant Thornton and Moore Stephens will be the 

least excited by the year, as they both only grew by 3% while 

their best performing rivals – Baker Tilly and Crowe Horwath – 

managed to double that rate of growth (table 1).

In the top 20, SFAI grew by 142%, reaching US$487.5m, 

and the growth looks set to continue in 2017 with seemingly 

monthly announcements of firms being admitted to the 

Rank Name Fee income  Growth 
  (US$m) (%)

1 Deloitte 36,800.0 5

2 PwC 35,896.0 2

3 EY 29,626.0 3

4 KPMG 25,420.0 4

5 BDO 7,601.4 4

6 RSM 4,865.7 5

7 Grant Thornton 4,789.2 3

8 Crowe Horwath International 3,708.3 6

9 Baker Tilly International 3,235.2 6 

10 Nexia International  3,207.5 4

11 Moore Stephens International 2,742.6 3

12 Kreston International 2,105.2 3

13 HLB International 2,077.5 7

14 Mazars 1,514.7 6

15 PKF International 1,042.0 3

16 UHY International 515.4 0

17 SFAI 487.5 142

18 MGI Worldwide 437.8 -20

19 Russell Bedford International 412.0 5

20 Pan-China International 364.6 14

Table 1: Networks’ fees
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Table 4: Associations ranking

Table 5: Staff data

Rank Networks Fee income 
(US$m)

 Growth %

1 PwC 15,280.0 1

2 EY 11,301.0 0

3 KPMG 10,120.0 1

4 Deloitte 9,400.0 -5

Rank Networks Fee income 
(US$m)

Growth %

1 Deloitte 20,500.0 10

2 PwC 11,531.0 3

3 KPMG 9,740.0 7

4 EY 7,846.0 8

Rank Income Fee income 
(US$m)

Growth (%)

1 Praxity 4,748.3 5

2
LEA Global/ 
Leading Edge 
Alliance 

3,076.6 2

3 GGI 2,490.0 8

4 PrimeGlobal 2,128.1 19

Rank Name Total staff 2016 Of which partners Growth (%)

1 Deloitte 244,400 Not declared 8

2 EY 230,800 11,509 9

3 PwC 223,468 10,830 7

4 KPMG 188,982 9,843 9

But treat the figures with some care, as they will mask 

enormously variety between regions.

The split of firms’ revenue between Europe and the US is 

fascinating: KPMG’s split is 

pretty even, at US$10.3bn 

for Europe and US$10.4bn 

in the US; PwC’s are also 

similar at US$13bn for Europe 

and US$14.9bn in the US. 

EY’s European business is 

notably smaller at US$10.7bn 

compared with US$13bn top 

line in the US. But Deloitte 

weighs in with the biggest disparity: US$11.2bn in Europe 

compared with a hefty US$19.2bn Stateside. 

In total the Big Four US/Europe gap is US$12bn (table 

6). The mid-tier produced a similar tale, with the US side 

outpacing their European cousins by a clear amount. For 

Table 2: Audit and accounting breakdown

Table 3: Advisory breakdown

network. For instance, in April firms based in Chile, Cost Rica 

and Georgia joined SFAI. In contrast, MGI Worldwide (ranked 

18) and IECnet (ranked 27) recorded steep declines in fee 

income of 20% and 35% to earn revenues of US$437.8m and 

US$77.8m respectively.

The Big Four’s revenue sources differ significantly: PwC, EY 

and KPMG are all anchored in audit and assurance (43%, 38% 

and 40% of revenue respectively – table 2) while for Deloitte 

the engine on which it relies is advisory, at 46% of revenues 

(table 3). That difference is shown clearly in the turnover 

figures for audit where Deloitte actually emerges as the 

smallest of the Big Four, with audit revenue of US$9.4bn, while 

PwC is 62% larger at US$15.3bn (table 2). 

While focus remains on the firms, the associations – networks 

of independent firms – continue to perform well. The four 

biggest – Praxity, LEA Global, GGI and PrimeGlobal – have a 

combined fee income of US$12.443bn (table 4).

Associations ranking 
The top 30 firms and the largest 22 associations claim a fee 

income of US$191.8bn. To offer some context: New Zealand is 

the 54th biggest country economy in the world at US$198bn. 

And the significant economic contribution of the 

accountancy sector is underlined by the employment figures, 

where firms’ significance as employers seems to continue 

unabated. Last year Deloitte – the largest – employed 244,400 

including partners, so if its growth continues, it will have 

passed the quarter million mark by now (table 5). In total the 

firms and associations employ just over 1.5 million people. Of 

those, professional staff (including partners) make up just over 

a million, about 75% of the payroll. Employment rates from 

2015 to 2016 fluctuated significantly between firms but most 

firms grew the workforc by 5%-9%. 

The tried and trusted fee-per-partner figure for firms was 

US$2.4m in 2016 for the Big Four: EY US$2.6m, PwC US$3.31m, 

KPMG US$2.58m. Deloitte didn’t disclose partner numbers 

for 2016 but the comparable figure for 2015 was US$3.3m. 

In contrast the figure for Praxity, the largest association, 

is US$1.37m. 
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Table 6: Europe vs US                 
USEurope

Rank Name Revenue Growth (%)

1 PwC 13,017.0 -3

2 Deloitte 11,187.8 5

3 EY 10,694.8 1

4 KPMG 10,314.6 1

Rank Name Revenue Growth (%)

1 Deloitte 19,150.0 7

2 PwC 14,916.0 6

3 EY 13,074.0 8

4 KPMG 10,436.3 16

instance, Grant Thornton does US$1.6bn in Europe and nearly 

US$2.1bn in the US. 

The overall, regional figures offer an insight into where firms 

earn. North America still dominates the accounting market, 

making up 44.7% of all activity. Europe trailed by US$16.7bn, 

and yet that region is still more than double the size of Asia 

Pacific, with Latin America, Africa and the Middle East in total 

producing less than 6% of the world’s accountancy fees. 

Even allowing for the US dollar’s strength, the regions are 

not equal in terms of earning fees: Latin America, Africa and 

the Middle East may show strong growth over the next few 

years, but they are doing so from an unquestionably low base. 

The figures show an industry that looks in reasonable shape. 

The demise of smaller firms has long been predicted, but they 

keep defying the doom-mongers. The biggest threat to any 

firm may not be the market or clients but a future disrupted 

by technology. Artificial intelligence is the next technological 

advance promising to transform the profession: low-value box-

ticking will be taken over by machines. 

To secure the future, tomorrow’s firms will have to master 

the technology and the advisory/consultancy role. That means 

continuing to fight to recruit top talent; an ongoing willingness 

to invest in expensive technology; and strong nerves and clear 

heads to rethink the business model. AB

Peter Williams, journalist
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Tax skills transfer
The Tax Inspectors Without Borders initiative sends tax experts to developing 
countries to help them boost their audit capacity and their tax take

Demand is growing for a programme that helps 
developing countries build up their tax audit 
capacity. A joint initiative of the Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) and the 
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) set up in 
July 2015, Tax Inspectors Without Borders (TIWB) sees tax 
experts work side by side with local officials in developing 
and emerging markets. Through mentoring and advising, 
visiting experts not only help tax administrations tackle 
complex tax cases (such as those involving multinational 
corporations), but also build 
capacity, especially in tax audits.

James Karanja, head of TIWB’s 

Paris-based secretariat, says: 

‘TIWB is a niche initiative offering 

complementary assistance to 

ongoing tax capacity-building 

programmes by means of a very 

practical, hands-on approach to 

development of skills in the area of 

tax audits.’ The idea is that ‘recruits 

learn best and build confidence by 

working on real situations under 

the watchful eye of their more 

experienced counterparts’. 

The approach is working, Karanja says. ‘The growing 

demand for this sort of assistance has clearly demonstrated 

that [it] is addressing a gap in the realm of skills development 

for tax administrations in developing countries.

‘Besides increasing the knowledge and confidence of local 

tax auditors in conducting transfer pricing audits, the expert 

guidance provided has in some audits already resulted in 

increased revenue collected. Broader benefits, such as greater 

certainty for taxpayers and encouragement of a culture 

of compliance through more effective enforcement, are 

anticipated and will be determined 

as the programmes progress.’

There are no minimum or 

maximum periods for a TIWB audit 

assistance programme. They are, 

however, primarily short-term, with 

the expert providing intermittent 

on-site assistance. Each visit lasts at 

least a week, and the expert revisits 

at intervals, providing, for example, 

eight to 12 weeks’ audit assistance 

over a six to 12-month period. 

Experts may be currently serving in a 

national tax administration or recently 

retired. Karanja says TIWB currently 

‘What they are doing 
now is transferring 

skills. They are 
not just doing the 
audits for us. We 
all make inputs’
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has ‘an even mix of serving and retired officials’ and ‘a growing 

list of partner administrations willing to release their experts’. 

The budget for a programme varies widely and depends on 

whether the expert is still working or retired, the cost of living 

in and travelling to the host country, the length of stay and 

whether it is full-time or periodic. While the host administration 

picks up the bill, TIWB funding is available, and partner 

administrations often cover deployment costs for their experts.

‘A limited number of countries are willing to commit their own 

funds towards paying for expert deployment costs,’ Karanja 

acknowledges, but various donors and partners help cover costs 

where budget constraints would leave the tax administration in 

the host country unable to meet the bill.

The improvements in tax audit knowledge and skills that 

result from the TIWB initiative have increased tax revenues; 

on average, the tax take of low-income countries is only 15% 

of GDP. An April 2016 progress report on TIWB directly linked 

more than US$185m raised in additional revenue for developing 

countries to the pilot phase of the project. Senegal alone 

reported an additional US$12.3m in tax income stemming from 

its TIWB programme. No surprise then that Karanja notes that 

the development community sees TIWB as ‘a viable means 

of providing technical assistance, as it directly empowers 

developing countries with the ability to generate resources 

domestically to finance their own development’. 

The results of TIWB audit assistance to date are impressive, 

with more than US$278m extra revenue in total collected 

around the world up to April 2017.  The current programme 

cycle, covering an expected 100 deployments, runs until the 

end of 2020, when the TIWB mandate will come up for review. 

TIWB currently has programmes running in 13 African 

countries (see box on opposite page). ‘Demand for TIWB 

assistance is extremely high amongst governments around 

the world, but especially in Africa, given ongoing resource 

mobilisation challenges combined with high investment 

needs,’ Karanja says. The World Bank and the African Tax 

Administration Forum are providing auxiliary support for some 

of these programmes.

One such programme is in Liberia, where the economy is still 

recovering from a long-running civil war in the 1990s and early 

2000s and from the Ebola virus outbreak. Darlingston Talery, 

domestic tax commissioner at the Liberia Revenue Authority 

(LRA), says: ‘One or two years ago, our audit programme was… 

randomly done, our audit cases were randomly selected. We 

were not auditing the multinationals because we did not have 

the expertise to audit them.’ There was, however, a belief 

among LRA officials that some multinationals operating in 

Liberia were evading tax. Talery says TIWB officials helped 

Liberian tax officials to identify the issues requiring more 

detailed attention and advised on how to handle them. A 

retired UK tax official, Colin Clavey, has been advising on the 

financial information to target, and how best to source that 

data, assess potential tax liabilities and plan a technical strategy; 

Clavey also sits in on audit meetings. 

B Al-Dennis, natural resource unit supervisor at the LRA, says 

there is a clear long-term benefit: ‘What they are doing now is 

transferring skills. They are not just doing the audits for us. We 

all make inputs.’ And Liberia’s president Ellen Johnson Sirleaf 

has said that TIWB will help the LRA ‘become more efficient in 

managing our tax system’ and ensure more ‘revenue to support 

our development’.

Many TIWB programmes use tax experts from developed 

countries, but Karanja says: ‘We would like to encourage more 
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TIWB in practice
* Tax authorities in host countries submit a TIWB assistance 

request form and a detailed questionnaire to match their 

needs to available TIWB experts.

* Programmes are flexible and tailored, and can include 

pre-audit risk assessments and case selection, investigatory 

techniques, transfer pricing issues and anti-avoidance rules.

* There are 21 ongoing programmes – in Botswana (two), 

Cambodia, Costa Rica, Egypt, Ethiopia, Georgia, Ghana, 

Jamaica (two), Kenya, Lesotho, Liberia, Malawi, Nigeria, 

Senegal, Sri Lanka, Uganda, Vietnam, Zambia and Zimbabwe.

* Seven programmes will start in 2017 – in Republic of the 

Congo, Rwanda, Sri Lanka, Uganda, Vietnam, Zambia and 

Zimbabwe.

* Three programmes have been completed – in Albania, 

Colombia and Senegal.

women and experts from countries in the southern hemisphere 

to participate as a way of promoting diversity and south-

south co-operation [where one developing country helps out 

another].’ Only two of the 21 ongoing TIWB programmes 

involve southern experts, and the secretariat is making every 

effort to promote more such cooperation.

One south-south TIWB initiative involves the Kenya Revenue 

Authority (KRA), which has sent an official to assist the Botswana 

Unified Revenue Service (BURS) as part of a programme that 

began in January. Karanja says: ‘Although the initiative is in its 

early stages, we are very pleased that Kenya already has showed 

its great commitment to send out its officials to assist other 

countries on the African continent.’ 

The other south-south initiative is an Asia project, where 

TIWB has been helping officials at Sri Lanka’s Inland Revenue 

Department (IRD) to build effective international tax auditing 

skills, particularly in transfer pricing, and to develop tax base 

erosion and profit-shifting (BEPS) auditing skills. Karanja says 

past technical capacity shortages have hampered IRD efforts 

to address BEPS and transfer pricing issues: ‘In 2014, the IRD 

asked the OECD to provide a long-term training programme 

on transfer pricing and international tax issues.’ An OECD tax 

expert – a former Colombian official – is organising workshops 

and has provided TIWB-style assistance on anonymised audit 

cases. This has helped IRD officials to counter crossborder tax 

avoidance and collect appropriate taxes from multinational 

enterprises, he says.

Meanwhile, in an Americas programme, TIWB tax consultants 

are training core staff from the technical, operations, legal and 

strategic departments at Tax Administration Jamaica (TAJ), 

as well as the tax policy and revenue appeals division of the 

ministry of finance. To date, about five training workshops 

with advance pricing agreement experts from Britain and 

Germany have been held. A TAJ note says the two-year 

upskilling programme will help local tax administrators 

responsible for the implementation and administration of 

transfer pricing provisions. AB

Bertha Rinjeu in Nairobi, Munza Mushtaq in Colombo, Colin 

Steer in Kingston, Jamaica, and Sara Lewis in Brussels, journalists 
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Executive profiles
The Deloitte Greenhouse Experience team defined four types of business behaviour. Among 

top executives, Pioneers and Drivers dominated but results varied across management roles

Winning traits
A new study from Deloitte identifies the dominant personality types in the boardroom 
and shows how business teams can achieve more by embracing diversity

D o C-suite executives differ from the general business 
population in their approaches to problem-solving? 
To some extent, yes, according to the results of a 

recent survey by the Deloitte Greenhouse Experience team. 
While they are similar in many ways to other professionals 

in terms of imagination, practicality, expression and openness 

to experimentation, C-suite executives are ‘significantly more 

likely to be big-picture thinkers, who are competitive and 

willing to tolerate conflict’. They are also ‘more likely to make 

decisions more quickly without worrying about the popularity 

of those decisions’, and can make quantitative assessments 

faster than others while being more comfortable with 

ambiguity, the study found.

Business Chemistry in the C-suite is the latest Deloitte report 

using the Business Chemistry framework it first developed 

in 2010 to bring a data-driven approach to understanding 

business personalities. The Greenhouse Experience team 

drew on scientific research (including neuroanthropology 

and genetics studies) as well as computational techniques 

to create a Business Chemistry framework that uses science 

and data to help people work more effectively together. 

The framework defines four types of behaviour: the focused 

and experimental Driver, who values challenges, logic and 

systems; the pragmatic and more reserved Guardian, who 

values stability and concrete details; the diplomatic and 

non-confrontational Integrator, who values connection and 

draws teams together; and the risk-taker Pioneer, who values 

possibilities and generates new ideas. 

Each pattern of behaviour shares traits with its ‘neighbours’ 

(Driver with Pioneer and Guardian, Pioneer with Driver and 

Integrator, Guardian with Driver and Integrator, and Integrator 

with Guardian and Pioneer). 

Initially designed to help individuals with their one-on-one 

interactions, the framework has since evolved to give users a 

better understanding of team dynamics and the way different 

people look at career development or manage stress, as well 

as the influence of characteristics such as gender or age. 

‘We’re deriving more and more insights from the data we’ve 

gathered,’ says Karen Brown, Deloitte Greenhouse and client 

experience lead in Southeast Asia.

The most recent Business Chemistry study surveyed 661 

C-suite executives, including 131 CFOs. It found that two 

types dominated: Pioneers (36%) and Drivers (29%), unlike 

the general business population, which is broadly distributed 

among the four types.

However, the study showed 

the results could vary across 

C-suite roles. CFOs, for 

example, were more likely 

to be Drivers (37%) and 

Guardians (26%). 

Differences were also 

noted depending on the 

size of the organisation. 

In the largest (more than 

100,000 employees), C-suite 

executives who were Drivers 

(38%) outnumbered the 

Pioneers (29%), while in 

organisations with more than 

US$10bn in revenues, Drivers 

and Pioneers each made up 

34% of the C-suite.

Brown noted some slight 

Business Chemistry among C-suite executives (CxOs)
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More information

The Deloitte report can be found at bit.ly/C-SuiteChemistry

gender differences. While both women and men 

in the C-suite are more likely to be Pioneers, a 

higher proportion of female executives were 

Integrators (27%), while a higher proportion of 

male executives were Drivers (33%). 

Healthy conflict
Recognising and embracing different business 

behaviours in the boardroom can help teams 

perform better, Brown says. ‘Different 

perspectives may bring in some healthy 

conflict.’ She explains: ‘If you have a team 

full of Pioneers, you may get a lot of great 

ideas, but nothing may ever get done, 

so you need the Driver that will have a 

relentless execution, and some Guardians to 

make sure protocols are being met and things are 

being implemented correctly.’

The challenge for managers is to embrace 

those differences, understanding the different 

strengths and getting them to work in sync.

‘While it’s important to know yourself and understand 

what type you are, it’s also important to recognise the 

personality of others so you can engage with them better 

in order to achieve a particular outcome, strategy or objective. 

Otherwise there will always be friction and tensions,’ says 

Brown. ‘This is really where Business Chemistry adds value.’

Kim Christfort, national managing director of the Deloitte 

Greenhouse Experience in the US, says that while most 

executive teams have some diversity in their styles of working, 

‘they either don’t tap into it or [they may] even let it get in the 

way of progress by seeing differences as inconveniences’.

She adds: ‘Typically the greatest conflicts arise between 

“opposites” – styles that are at different ends of the spectrum 

from one another (Pioneer–Guardian and Driver–Integrator). 

And yet these styles in fact complement one another, so if 

these differences can be acknowledged and pulled together, 

they’re actually quite powerful in combination.’

One of the biggest misunderstandings between Pioneers 

and Guardians, for example, derives from the more outward-

oriented (extroverted) nature of Pioneers. ‘One of the ways this 

creates challenges is on calls or virtual meetings,’ Christfort 

says. ‘Pioneers are quick to speak, processing their thoughts 

as they talk. Guardians, on the other hand, are comfortable 

with silence and like to think before they speak. This can lead 

to misperceptions. Pioneers might mistakenly assume that the 

Guardians are tuned out or have nothing to say; Guardians 

might believe the Pioneers are steamrolling the group.’ 

Meanwhile, one of the big Driver–Integrator challenges is 

around conflict, as Christfort explains: ‘Drivers tend to be very 

direct and tell it like it is – they don’t mind confrontation and 

like debate. Integrators are very diplomatic and relationship 

oriented. Drivers might feel that Integrators are weak or non-

committal. Integrators might feel that Drivers are rude and 

oversimplifying issues.’

Leaders naturally tend to surround themselves with people 

that are like them, whom they may find easier to understand 

and potentially work with. Despite this, ‘many leaders are 

starting to recognise the value of partnering with others who 

bring skills beyond their own, and consciously build that lens 

into their hiring decisions’, Christfort notes.

She advises: ‘The most important thing is to recognise that 

other people are most likely not just like you, and to start 

listening and watching for the clues that will tell you what 

“working-style language” they’re speaking. And once you do, 

you can then figure out the best ways to give each of these 

styles a voice so that you can reap the benefits of diversity.’ AB

Sonia Kolesnikov-Jessop, journalist
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Put on a good show

Watch Dr Rob Yeung’s video on how 
to present at bit.ly/Y-presentation

Present like a pro
If you lack confidence in yourself when making presentations, our talent doctor  
Rob Yeung offers three techniques that you can apply to make a better impression

asked two groups of students to give 

impromptu three-minute presentations, 

which were video recorded. One group 

of students was taught about the illusion 

of transparency; the other was not.

All of the videos were shown to 

observers, who were not given further 

information about any of the presenters. 

However, the observers generally 

rated more highly the presenters who 

had been taught about the illusion of 

transparency.

So the next time you want to make 

a stronger impression when giving a 

speech or presentation, simply remind 

yourself of the illusion of transparency. 

Practise sooner. Another study, led 

by Bowling Green State University 

communication scientist Alexander 

Goberman, tracked the performance 

of a group of individuals enrolled on a 

public speaking skills course. After some 

tuition, all of the participants were asked 

to prepare a seven-minute speech with 

three clear sections to it: introduction, 

body and conclusion.

Goberman and his colleagues 

measured multiple variables during 

the speeches including the number of 

disfluencies uttered by each individual. 

Disfluencies include filler words such 

as ‘um’ and ‘ah’, as well as part-word 

repetitions or other uncomfortable-

sounding words. The team found 

a significant negative correlation 

between how early individuals had 

started practising and the number of 

disfluencies made by each individual. 

I often coach managers, entrepreneurs 
and other individuals who want to 
be more compelling when giving 
presentations – whether that’s to 
colleagues, clients or other audiences. 
Whether you need to sell a product 
or promote an idea, being able to 
present well is unfortunately one 
of several key business skills that is 
rarely taught adequately at school or 
university. Sometimes, the structure of 
a presentation is the issue. I am going 
to focus here on people who lack 
confidence in themselves. There are 
three techniques you can apply to make 
a better impression when presenting.

Illusion of transparency. Many less 

confident individuals feel that their 

worries and feelings of anxiety are 

detectable by the audiences to which 

they are presenting. However, research 

shows that this is not the case. In fact, 

researchers have called this the illusion 

of transparency – the false belief that 

other people in a public setting can 

detect private feelings.

When you feel nervous, you may be 

very aware of the dryness in your throat 

or the sweatiness of your palms; you 

may have worries or self-critical thoughts 

swirling around inside your mind. 

However, the reality is that audiences 

cannot see the dryness of your throat, 

the clamminess of your hands or the 

negative thoughts in your head.

Research evidence shows that 

simply learning about this illusion of 

transparency can help people make 

a better impression when presenting. 

Psychological scientists Kenneth 

Savitsky at Williams College and 

Thomas Gilovich at Cornell University 

The reality is that 
audiences cannot 

see the dryness 
of your throat, the 

clamminess of 
your hands or the 
negative thoughts 

in your head
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More information

Dr Rob tweets @robyeung

If you have a question for the talent 
clinic, email abeditor@accaglobal.com

Get CPD units by answering 
questions on this article at 
accaglobal.com/abcpd

I have been offered the position. The headhunter 

has emphasised that this represents a signifi cant 

step up in terms of responsibilities, salary and size 

of team that I would be running. Yet I have reservations 

about the culture of the business as well as the management style of 

the director to whom I would report. 

What should I do? 

A Your match – or mismatch – with an organisation’s culture will be a major 

determinant as to whether you not only enjoy but also succeed in the job. If 

your personal values do not match those of the organisation, you could end up quite 

quickly either quitting in frustration or being pushed out of the role.

Be sure to conduct considerable due diligence about the organisation by spending 

more time with as many of your would-be colleagues as possible. 

Go out of your way to meet one-on-one and in person at times and locations 

that suit them. Get them away from the offi ce so they feel more comfortable being 

open about their experiences. Ask them to talk about their frustrations, concerns 

and successes; decide for yourself if what they are telling you encourages you or 

alarms you further.

Towards the end of these conversations, ask all of these individuals for their 

opinions of the director about whom you are unsure. Reassure them that whatever 

they tell you will be completely confi dential – of course be certain to keep whatever 

you learn to yourself. 

Even if they feel unwilling to criticise a colleague, the way in which they evade your 

questions may be telling. Accept the job only if you are certain that the director will 

support you on both a professional and personal level.

Tips for the top 
I have evaluated literally thousands of CVs from job applicants. When you next apply 

for a job, I would recommend that you include a personal interest on your CV only 

if it meets one of two conditions. Either it must be a genuine accomplishment or it 

must relate to your job. By all means declare a pastime if you won 

an award or competition, gained an actual qualifi cation, 

learnt another language or attained a good performance 

level. Do mention if you achieved Grade 5 in piano but 

perhaps not if you merely ‘play the piano’. Or, if you 

play golf and have found it a useful way of meeting 

prospective clients, then say so. Likewise, explain how 

coaching a local sports team or organising church 

social events has developed skills that you can apply 

within the workplace. Simply listing activities such as ‘I 

enjoy reading’ is unlikely to be benefi cial otherwise.

Dr Rob’s talent clinic

Q I was approached several 

months ago by an executive 

search fi rm proposing a more senior 

role within a successful business. 

After several rounds of interviews, 

In other words, individuals who started 

practising earlier sounded more fl uent.

Now, that may sound obvious. 

But if that’s the case, why doesn’t 

everyone start rehearsing 

presentation material as early as 

possible? In reality, some people 

leave their preparation too late.

Reframe the situation. Nervous 

presenters often focus on what 

could go wrong. Or they make 

the mistake of trying to ignore their 

feelings entirely. But psychological 

research suggests that presenters can 

feel less nervous by focusing on what 

could go right.

Psychologists such as Harvard 

University’s Jeremy Jamieson call 

the technique reappraisal. Make a 

conscious effort to think of possible 

positive outcomes. For example, you 

might think, ‘This is an opportunity for 

me to get noticed’ or ‘The audience will 

leave this session having learnt three 

valuable facts.’

Multiple studies have found that 

intentionally considering possible 

positive outcomes can help to alleviate 

the tension that people feel when 

preparing to deliver presentations.

So remember that you do not have 

to be a victim of your emotions. 

Psychological research clearly 

demonstrates that emotion regulation 

methods can to a degree help you to 

make a stronger impact on others. AB

Dr Rob Yeung is an organisational 

psychologist at leadership consulting 

fi rm Talentspace: talentspace.co.uk
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Free your mindFree your mind
Doing things in a certain way because that is how they have always been done is not a 
recipe for corporate success. Time to think outside the box, says Colin Coulson-Thomas

and are often earlier adopters of new 

technologies than those at the top of 

the corporate tree.

Are your colleagues aware of their 

limitations? Do they experiment and 

question assumptions? 

The philosopher Sir Karl Popper 

warned of the enemies of the 

open society. Enemies of the 

open company are excessively 

concerned with order. They are slaves 

to particular models, reluctant to 

empower others.

The freedoms
There are a number of essential 

freedoms for liberating latent potential. 

* Support your staff and allow them 

to work and collaborate in ways 

that allow them to be creative.

*  Encourage people to be 

open about problems, learn 

from mistakes and failure, 

and build on achievements. 

The computer animation 

studio Pixar blossomed 

because candour and 

constructive questioning were 

highly valued. People actively 

searched for solutions and better 

approaches.

*   Celebrate diversity. Many boards 

are intolerant of variety: markets 

fragment, customers seek 

bespoke responses and 

new channels emerge, yet 

directors still try to insist 

on a dull uniformity. 

Single solutions are 

imposed. No wonder 

so many creative ideas 

originate outside of the 

Business leaders face a wide range 
of challenges – from disruptive 
technologies to new business models. 
For many organisations, just making 
incremental improvements to current 
activities won’t be enough to ensure 
survival, but then the alternatives 
are often uncertain and diffi cult to 
quantify. Are cautious accountants and 
compliance cultures killing creativity? 
Are contemporary approaches to 
governance, risk and regulation, 
and the attitudes of regulators and 
the profession, helping or hindering 
transformational change?

We are born with a drive to connect 

and learn. Too often, education and 

employment stifl e creative potential. 

They constrain and limit, rather than 

inspire and liberate. People learn 

acceptable answers and corporate 

slogans. Too rarely are they encouraged 

to seek their own solutions.

Many practices in the business 

world refl ect past views, and having 

to follow them can prevent people 

from exploring new approaches. 

Corporate policies and practices 

should encourage innovation and 

entrepreneurship. But boards don’t 

often place importance on qualities 

such as independence, intuition and 

non-conformism, or reward critical or 

imaginative thinking.

Today’s leaders may have earned their 

spurs when expectations were different 

and possibilities fewer, yet they still 

think they know best. They may claim 

to have a more strategic perspective, 

but many of them are preoccupied 

with internal issues. Front-line staff may 

be closer to customers and the market, 
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beyond the usual suspects. 

Allowing creativity can unleash 

energy and stimulate imagination.

* Nurture entrepreneurial flair so that 

you can develop and commercialise 

creative ideas at prices pitched 

so that enough people will buy to 

generate a profit. To have a dream 

workplace. Differences of opinion 

can be healthy and spark innovation.

* Avoid rigidity and bureaucracy. 

Well-networked organisations 

can support co-creation and 

grow organically. Collaboration 

can speed up adaptation and 

spur innovation. The chemist and 

novelist CP Snow warned of a 

divide between science and the 

humanities with the emergence of 

two distinct cultures. But perhaps 

another division emerging is 

that between those who think in 

a logical way and prefer order, 

and those who are tolerant of 

uncertainty. The latter favour variety 

and look for links, patterns and 

relationships. Throughout history 

breakthroughs have been caused 

by outsiders who challenged 

orthodoxy. Boards should look 

Markets fragment, 
customers seek 

bespoke responses 
and new channels 

emerge, yet 
directors still try 

to insist on a dull 
uniformity

can be inspiring, but a relevant and 

affordable offering can provide an 

income. In business, both thinking 

and doing are required. We need 

aspiration and achievement.

* Review corporate policies and 

practices. Business leaders should 

consider where creativity and 

entrepreneurship are most needed. 

What should they be applied to 

and why? What is their value to 

customers?

The requirements for effective 

corporate leadership and successful 

entrepreneurship are converging. In 

some contexts they may soon overlap 

and be almost indistinguishable. AB

Professor Colin Coulson-Thomas FCCA 

has advised directors and boards in 

over 40 countries. See his publications 

at policypublications.com
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More information

davidparmenter.com

Spiralling costs
How can you maintain control of a project and keep those pesky costs down? 
David Parmenter offers some useful tips on how to avoid things getting out of hand

* The total hours charged to date will 

be sent back to the contractor to 

give them a ‘heads-up’. It is worth 

noting that contractors move from 

one invoice to the next.  Rarely 

do they look at their total hours 

incurred on the project to date. 

* Additional modifications will be 

charged separately if they amount 

to more than 5% of the total cost.

* Material costs will be passed on at 

cost plus 10%, or cost plus 15%. It 

is only fair that the contractor gets 

a margin, as they have negotiated 

special volume-based discounts. 

However, it is also unfair to be 

on-charged 30%, which ends up at 

a price higher than you could have 

negotiated separately with the 

materials supplier.

* Expenses will be based on agreed 

guidelines, such as basing travelling 

time and costs on full days to avoid 

numerous part-days inflating costs.

Finally, with smaller contractors, 

insist on a spreadsheet. You will need 

to check the contractor’s maths for two 

reasons: they are seldom accountants 

and they usually prepare the invoices 

late in the evening when they are 

tired. Providing them with a simple 

template for the invoice will enable you 

to quickly check for accuracy and then 

consolidate to provide a running total  

of their hours. AB

David Parmenter is a writer and 

presenter on measuring, monitoring and 

managing performance 

We learn lessons in mysterious ways. 
You’d think experienced accountants 
would be good at controlling costs on a 
project. But this is far from true.

Seldom do we, as project leaders or 

designated suppliers, know exactly what 

is involved in a project. As a result, any 

fixed quotes are often totally inaccurate. 

Projects take on new directions as we 

learn more about what we really need 

from them. This eventually leads to 

many difficult negotiations as we try to 

establish a win-win.  

We sometimes make the mistake of 

thinking that as long as we are closely 

involved in a project, we can control it 

on a materials-and-labour-on-charge 

basis. But this often fails because there is 

no budget, no target and no deadline. 

Humans are motivated by targets. 

Without one, even the best workers 

can drift, incurring excessive hours on 

a project with little or no accountability.  

On some consultancy assignments I 

was involved with in the financial sector 

in London, prior to the 1987 crash, 

there was so much money around that 

nobody cared what we were doing or 

how effective we were. Despite being 

a competent and good team we had 

caught the disease of ‘complacency’.

And without real deadlines, inefficient 

meetings, long breaks and interrupted 

work are common when a project is 

going off the rails. 

Fixed quotes also have inherent 

problems. From my experience, there 

is so much uncertainty that suppliers 

end up having to add large amounts 

for miscellaneous items. Alternatively, 

they try and second-guess what the 

competition is going to quote and then 

underquote them, often ending up 

with a situation that means a heavy loss 

unless they can start charging for every 

slight variation. Not a great basis for a 

successful client relationship.  

Keep control
You should try to obtain quotes based 

on on the more controllable aspects of 

a project. For example, I have decided 

to use the following new approach on all 

future building projects:

*  The contractors will 

quote a likely range 

for the hours and 

labour charges. The 

difference between 

the top and bottom 

ends of the range 

should be no more 

than 15% to 20%.  We 

will hold discussions 

throughout the project as to 

where the landing point will be 

between these two markers.
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Equity-settled schemes Cash-settled schemes

Fair value model used Grant-date fair value Reporting-date fair value

How it works The fair value of the 
option at the grant date is 
calculated to work out the 
total expense relating to 
the option. 

This is spread over the 
vesting period.

The fair value is remeasured 
at the end of each reporting 
period. 

The cumulative expense 
recognised is based on the 
reporting-date fair value, 
spread over the vested 
period to date.

Measuring fair value 

Share-based payment
Use of the grant-date option to measure the fair value of equity-settled remuneration is a 
key element of IFRS 2, but critics say it can lead to inaccurate reporting, warns Adam Deller

IFRS 2, Share-based Payment, is currently 
sitting on the list of research projects 
drawn up by the International Accounting 
Standards Board (IASB), and is one of the 
more complex of the IFRS Standards.

Part of this complexity arises from 

the use of the grant-date fair value 

measurement model. This is used in 

arrangements that are settled in shares 

or in share options (equity-settled 

schemes). To understand the potential 

issues this causes, we need to take a step 

back and review the different elements 

within IFRS 2.

Share-based payments fall into two 

categories: transactions with third 

parties, and transactions with employees.

For transactions with third parties, 

such as suppliers, the share-based 

payment is recorded at the fair value 

of the service performed, which is then 

spread over the period until the options 

vest. One well-known example of this 

transaction related to David Choe, the 

graffiti artist who decorated the offices 

of Facebook in 2005. In payment for the 

work, Choe accepted share options, 

taking the chance that these might 

be worth more than the US$60,000 he 

would normally have charged.

At the date of Facebook’s initial 

public offering years later, the shares 

were valued in the region of US$200m. 

However, Facebook would have simply 

expensed the US$60,000, spread from 

the period the work was done until the 

date the options vested. As this case 

shows, the amount to be expensed by 

an entity represents the value of the 

service received rather than the value of 

the options given to the third party. 

A similar principle applies to share-

based payment transactions with 

employees. These are calculated by 

looking at the value of the service given 

by the employee. Under IFRS 2, this is 

valued using the fair value of the option 

granted to the employee.

Potential issues arise because two 

different types of transaction can be 

used to remunerate employees:

* equity-settled schemes, where the 

employee receives the benefit in 

the form of equity, such as shares or 

share options

* cash-settled schemes, where the 

employee receives cash linked to 

the share price of the entity at a 

certain period.

According to IFRS 2, all share-based 

payments should be recognised in 

financial statements using fair value over 

the period in which the entity received 

the service. However, the two types 

of transaction use different fair value 

measures (see box).
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Fair value inconsistency
An entity awards 1,000 shares to 

two employees at 1 January 20X7, 

conditional on their employment at the 

end of the period. 

The fi rst employee will receive 1,000 

shares (an equity-settled scheme) and 

the second will receive a cash amount to 

the value of 1,000 shares (a cash-settled 

scheme).

The shares have a fair value of 

$10 on 1 January 20X7 and $15 on 

31 December 20X7.

On 31 December 20X7, the entity will 

give the fi rst employee 1,000 shares 

and the second employee $15,000, 

being the fair value at 31 December.

Both of these have a fair value of 

$15,000 at 31 December. However, the 

entity will recognise an expense of only 

$10,000 in relation to the fi rst employee 

(being the fair value at the grant date) 

and $15,000 in relation to the second 

employee (being the fair value at the 

reporting date).

The inconsistency is clear. While the 

aim of IFRS 2 is to value the service 

received by the entity, both employees 

have received items worth $15,000 

but there is a $5,000 difference in the 

amount expensed.

Criticisms of ‘grant date’
There have been numerous criticisms 

of the use of the grant-date fair value, 

such as:

* It produces less relevant 

information, as it is not updated to 

reflect the changes in the option 

value. It does not reflect the value 

that will be given to the employee 

at the vesting of the scheme.

* Issues arise when dealing with 

‘underwater’ share options. If 

the exercise price of an option 

exceeds the fair value, this will give 

these options a negative intrinsic 

value and they are unlikely to be 

exercised. The fair value is still 

expensed over the period based on 

the original fair value at the grant 

date, despite these items having no 

value at the reporting date.

* It is inconsistent with the treatment 

of cash-settled schemes and other 

employee-based accounting, such 

as IAS 19, Employee Benefits, which 

update the service costs annually 

while also remeasuring liability at 

each reporting date (see box, left).

The IASB addressed these issues when 

deciding on the model to be applied at 

the introduction of IFRS 2. Some of the 

key reasons for applying the grant-date 

fair value model are given below:

* It reflects the value of the service, 

rather than the option – the fair 

Due to the 
challenging nature 

of the application 
of IFRS 2, the IASB 

has said it will 
not make minor 

amendments
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Year 1 expense Year 2 expense Year 3 expense Cumulative 
expense

Grant date 40
(120 x 1/3)

40
(120 x 1/3)

40
(120 x 1/3)

120

Reporting 
date

50
(150 x 1/3)

70
(180 x 2/3 – 50)

105
(225 x 3/3 – 120

225

Service date 50
(150 x 1/3)

60
(180 x 1/3)

75
(225 x 1/3)

185

Impact of different measures of fair value

CPD questions

Get CPD units by answering 
questions on this article at 
accaglobal.com/abcpd

value of the services received is not 

affected by subsequent changes 

in the fair value of the equity 

instrument received in exchange. 

A change in the value of an option 

in year two is unrelated to the value 

of the service provided by the 

employee in year one. 

* Equity being transferred is 

conceptually different from the 

payment of cash. The IASB decided 

to use the principles that apply 

to equity transactions under the 

Conceptual Framework for Financial 

Reporting – this means that equity is 

not remeasured but remains at the 

fair value initially applied to it.

* Using the grant-date fair value 

model introduces less volatility 

into the financial statements than 

using a reporting-date fair value 

model, as the fair value is fixed 

and therefore produces a more 

predictable annual expense.

Alternative models
If the grant-date fair value model were 

to be removed, current accounting 

practices applied in IFRS 2 and IAS 19 

provide us with two alternatives, which 

are already in existence.

One alternative could be to apply the 

reporting-date fair value model, as used 

in cash-settled schemes. The use of a 

reporting-date fair value model would 

appear to reduce the inconsistency 

between the two valuations, making the 

numbers more comparable. While the 

IASB has chosen to apply the grant-date 

fair value, giving the reasons above, this 

decision could be revisited in the future 

with a view to providing a consistent 

accounting practice across IFRS 2.

Another option could be to apply 

the service-date measurement model, 

in a manner similar to IAS 19. Under 

this model, the service cost would be 

measured at the reporting date, but 

there would be no remeasurement 

of expenses recognised in previous 

periods. The annual expense (but not 

the cumulative expense) would be 

recorded considering the reporting-date 

fair value.

The table above shows how applying 

these alternatives to a three-year 

equity-settled scheme would alter the 

amounts recognised if the fair value of 

1,000 options were $120 at grant date, 

$150 at the end of year one, $180 at the 

end of year two, and $225 at the end of 

year three.

The IASB acknowledges the 

complexity of IFRS 2, while believing it is 

working adequately. It has stated that it 

will be difficult to reduce this complexity 

without looking at the use of the grant-

date fair value model. 

Due to the challenging nature of the 

application of IFRS 2, the IASB has said 

it will not make minor, narrow-scope 

amendments, suggesting that this 

will result in IFRS either remaining in 

its current form, or having significant 

changes to the grant-date fair value. 

No changes are expected any time 

soon, but it will be interesting to see if 

this issue remains on the IASB research 

agenda following the completion 

of the Financial Instruments with 

Characteristics of Equity project. AB

Adam Deller is a financial reporting 

specialist and lecturer
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Technical update
A monthly roundup of the latest developments in taxation, audit, codes, 
standards, agreements, guidance and consultations across Asia Pacific

significant risk areas in listed companies’ 

financial statements and understand 

audits. See bit.ly/2sias-rep.

In agreement
Singapore has signed a new agreement 

on the automatic exchange of financial 

account information with Spain. 

Meanwhile, Latvia and Singapore have 

amended a double taxation avoidance 

treaty, lengthening a threshold period 

for determining the presence of a 

permanent establishment and lowering 

withholding tax rates for dividends, 

interest,   and royalties. 

MAS consults
The Monetary Authority of Singapore 

(MAS) is consulting on draft regulations 

to support the implementation of 

the 2017 Securities and Futures Act 

regarding rules for associated markets, 

financial benchmarks and offers of 

investments. The MAS has also released 

a consultation paper on proposed 

amendments to Singapore requirements 

in credit loss provisioning.

Hong Kong

Protect shareholders
The Securities and Futures Commission 

has acted to protect shareholders, 

warning that some listed companies 

are acquiring assets at unreasonably 

high prices or selling substantially 

undervalued assets. It has issued 

guidance on directors’ duties, a circular 

to financial advisers on valuations in 

corporate transactions and a statement 

on the liability of valuers for disclosure 

of false or misleading information. 

Malaysia

SC launches strategy
The Securities Commission (SC) has 

announced a three-year strategic plan 

to advance key corporate governance 

priorities. These include establishing an 

Institute of Corporate Directors Malaysia 

(ICDM) and a Corporate Governance 

Council to coordinate all corporate 

governance initiatives; deploying big 

data and artificial intelligence to SC 

corporate surveillance and enforcement; 

working to increase women’s 

participation in Malaysian listed 

company boards from 16.8% currently 

to 30% by 2020; and developing a 

corporate governance toolkit for SMEs. 

IRBM gets tough
The Inland Revenue Board of Malaysia 

(IRBM) is stressing that it will impose 

penalties on taxpayers for undeclared 

income, matching 100% of unpaid 

amounts, effective from 1 January 2018, 

rather than lower discretionary rates 

imposed in the past. The goal is to 

target hardcore tax law evaders who 

repeatedly fail to declare correct tax, 

refuse to cooperate with audits, operate 

an organised tax evasion scheme, and/

or flout tax laws, despite having been 

previously audited. 

Digital demand
Digital investment management 

licensing and conduct requirements 

have been released by the Securities 

Commission for offering automated 

discretionary portfolio management 

services to investors. Under the rules, 

service providers must demonstrate that 

they have technological capabilities, 

including a competent person 

understanding the risks and rules 

of digital investment management 

algorithms. Risk management 

systems and cybersecurity must be 

sufficiently robust. 

Schemes crackdown
A joint enforcement action targeting 

financial fraud and scams has been 

launched in Malaysia, led by the 

Attorney General’s Chamber and 

including the Bank Negara Malaysia, 

working under Malaysia’s National 

Coordination Committee to Counter 

Money Laundering. 

Singapore

AML taskforce launched
Singapore’s central bank, the Monetary 

Authority of Singapore (MAS) and the 

Singapore Police Force have created an 

Anti-Money Laundering and Countering 

the Financing of Terrorism Industry 

Partnership. It unites financial and 

other industry participants, regulators, 

law enforcement agencies and other 

government bodies to collaboratively 

identify, assess and mitigate key risks 

facing Singapore. 

Advice for investors
The Accounting Corporate Regulatory 

Authority, the Institute of Singapore 

Chartered Accountants and the 

Securities Investors Association 

(Singapore) have produced a guide 

to help investors work with company 

directors, management and auditors. 

The guide will help investors identify 
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GST guidance on offer
Guidance on how goods and services tax (GST) is applied in Malaysia by Islamic 

banks has been published by the Royal Malaysian Customs department. It explains 

when Malaysian Islamic banks should levy GST at standard rates (largely for services 

attracting fees), zero rates (for example overseas services) and what services are GST 

exempt, for instance currency exchanges, travellers’ cheques and operating current, 

deposit or investment accounts. More at bit.ly/gst-islamic.

The department has also released guidance on how visiting tourists, diplomats 

and air crew can reclaim GST paid on purchases in Malaysia through the country’s 

Tourist Refund Scheme. In addition, the department has stressed that Malaysian GST-

registered persons may appeal against late payment penalties. 

SFC addresses cybersecurity
The Securities and Futures Commission 

has launched a two-month consultation 

on proposals to reduce and mitigate 

hacking risks associated with internet 

trading. The agency is planning to 

release new guidelines for cybersecurity 

requirements for internet brokers. Key 

planned requirements include two-

factor authentication for clients’ system 

logins and prompt notification to 

clients of risks to their internet trading 

accounts. The SFC is also planning to 

expand cybersecurity-related rules to 

include unlisted security trades. 

Online platform scrutiny
The Securities and Futures Commission 

has launched a three-month 

consultation on guidelines advising 

on the design and operation of 

online trading platforms, ensuring 

that investors receive clear and 

comprehensive advice about 

potentia investments. 

Gold standard
The Hong Kong Stock Exchange is 

planning to introduce physically settled 

offshore yuan and US dollar gold 

futures contracts in this year’s third 

quarter. They will be helpful to gold 

users, including refiners, fabricators 

and jewellers, who need to hedge gold 

price risks. 

Handbook revised
The Hong Kong Institute of Certified 

Public Accountants has released a 

revised version of its detailed technical 

handbook, including new guidance 

regarding Hong Kong financial 

reporting standards for private entities. 

See bit.ly/hkicpa-hb.

Nuisance action
The Hong Kong government has 

launched a public consultation seeking 

views on strengthening regulations 

for person-to-person telemarketing 

calls, aiming to reduce the nuisance 

they cause as well as seek to protect 

personal data.

Mainland China

Service company reform
China has reformed its controls of 

taxation service companies, including 

tax firms, accounting firms, law firms 

and bookkeeping service companies, 

the country’s state administration 

of taxation has announced. Under a 

new regulation, firms providing tax 

services will no longer need formal 

government permission to operate; 

instead, they need a business licence 

from local tax offices. A credit rating 

system will be adopted by local tax 

offices to track, record and rate service 

quality from service providers. The 

regulation also applies to foreign-

owned companies. 

Local government probed
Mainland China is tightening controls 

over local government debt financing, 

promoting better risk management. 

The ministry of finance is investigating 

all local governments to uncover 

financial guarantees violating Chinese 

laws. Investigators want to see if local 

governments have used public assets 

and land as collateral – which would be 

illegal. They will also check investment 

funds established through public private 

partnerships (PPPs); this is legal but local 

governments cannot promise PPPs that 

they will purchase private elements of 

these schemes or bear their losses. AB

Keith Nuthall and Wang Fangqing, 

journalists
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Valuing the priceless?
A new IPSASB consultation paper aims to clarify the issue of what a heritage item is 
and how it can be valued by public sector entities with heritage responsiblities

rise to inconsistent practices in the 

classifi cation of heritage items. But with 

a new standard and defi nition, defi ning 

heritage items could be easier for the 

international community.

Matter of value
But defi ning a heritage item is only 

part of the problem. Another issue is 

determining how much a 500-year-old 

church may be worth, and this is where 

things can get tricky for governments 

to navigate. 

‘Heritage items may or may not 

be recognised in an entity’s fi nancial 

statements and different measurement 

approaches are used. This diverse 

practice has negative consequences for 

the public interest because it reduces the 

comparability of information reported in 

the fi nancial statements,’ notes the report.

The diffi culties could be eased 

with new and more in-depth fi nancial 

reporting guidance of heritage items.

In the consultation paper, IPSASB fi rst 

asks for the constituents’ views on the 

identifi cation of heritage items, such 

as whether they are assets for fi nancial 

reporting purposes. Secondly, it looks 

at heritage asset recognition and 

measurement, whether heritage-related 

obligations could be liabilities for fi nancial 

Assigning a book value to a 
disintegrating but culturally signifi cant 
200-year-old-monument is not an easy 
feat. With this in mind, in April the 
International Public Sector Accounting 
Standards Board (IPSASB) launched a 
consultation paper, Financial Reporting 
for Heritage in the Public Sector, to 
help clarify what a heritage item is and 
how it can be valued.

‘Many public sector entities have 

heritage responsibilities and this 

consultation paper is a fi rst step toward 

developing fi nancial reporting guidance 

to support accountability and decision-

making in this area,’ says IPSASB 

chairman Ian Carruthers. 

Guidance on accounting for heritage 

items has been discussed in different 

countries, but only now is the IPSASB 

taking steps towards recognising 

heritage items and possibly devising 

their own set of standards.

‘There is currently a variety of fi nancial 

reporting practices for heritage items, 

which reduces the comparability of 

public sector entities’ general purpose 

fi nancial reports,’ Carruthers says.

The United Nations Educational, 

Scientifi c and Cultural Organization 

(Unesco) defi nes heritage under a 

number of categories. A total of 193 

countries have ratifi ed Unesco’s 1972 

World Heritage Convention on the 

protection of world heritage sites and 

therefore the organisation’s defi nition 

would appear to be widely accepted.

The IPSASB paper describes 

heritage items as ‘items that are 

intended to be held indefi nitely and 

preserved for the benefi t of present 

and future generations because 

of their rarity and/or signifi cance 

in relation, but not limited, to 

their archeological, architectural, 

agricultural, artistic, cultural, 

environmental, historical, natural, 

scientifi c or technological features’.

However, defi ning a heritage item 

for accounting purposes can be more 

complicated because of a lack of 

clarity within the international standards. 

There are no separate standards; 

instead, heritage items are covered by 

several, primarily IPSAS 17, Property, 
Plant and Equipment, and IPSAS 31, 

Intangible Assets.

IPSAS 17 – which is followed in Hong 

Kong (see box) – allows public sector 

entities to choose their accounting 

approach, including whether to recognise 

heritage items as assets in the fi nancial 

statements; if so, the measurement base 

is applied. Meanwhile, IPSAS 31 includes 

paragraphs on accounting for intangible 

heritage assets, based on those in 

IPSAS 17.

According to the IPSASB consultation 

(which closes on 30 September), the 

current use of several standards gives 

The current use of 
several standards 

gives rise to 
inconsistent 

practices in the 
classification of 
heritage items
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Hong Kong and its heritage
The Hong Kong government defines heritage assets as physical assets that a 

community intends to preserve because of cultural or historic importance, such as 

historic buildings and art collections. 

Martin Siu, director of accounting services at the Hong Kong Treasury Department, 

says that accounting policies adopted for heritage assets are in line with the 

government’s accrual-based accounts, including the recognition and measurement 

of fixed assets, based on the recommendations of the 2002 Task Force Report on 

Review of Government Financial Reporting Policy. 

‘Similar to natural resource assets, their value cannot be reliably measured, 

therefore it is recommended not to recognise heritage assets as fixed assets,’ Siu 

says. ‘Heritage buildings owned by the government for delivery of public services are 

treated in the same way as other buildings under fixed assets. Based on the existing 

accounting policies, buildings are stated at costs or depreciated replacement costs, 

which were valued by an independent valuer if the costs could not be found when 

the buildings were first reported, and depreciated over their useful lives.’

Hong Kong does not have a separate evaluation method for heritage assets. ‘We 

can’t say it’s not a priority item, but as a treasury department we follow existing 

accounting standards,’ an official from the treasury department of Hong Kong says.  

More information

Download the IPSASB consultation 
report at bit.ly/ipsasb-heritage

Get CPD units by answering questions 
on this article at accaglobal.com/abcpd

reporting purposes, and the presentation 

of information on heritage items and 

related responsibilities.

The purpose of the consulting report 

is to develop accounting and disclosure 

requirements for heritage assets across 

governments, underlining an approach to 

recognise heritage items as assets. 

This task has been difficult for both 

academics and government officials, since 

heritage assets are declared inalienable 

or have restrictive covenants. This means 

that they cannot be sold unless there is a 

change in legislation. 

Considering these features, there have 

been differing views on reporting heritage 

assets since the early 1990s. Some 

academics argue that they are assets and 

can be included on the balance sheet; 

others believe that they should not be 

reported; while another group suggests 

that it would be more appropriate to 

classify them as liabilities. 

That said, the consultation paper 

proposes that heritage items’ special 

characteristics should not prevent them 

from being assets for the purposes 

of financial reporting; they should be 

recognised in the statement of financial 

position if they meet the recognition 

criteria in the conceptual framework, and 

possibly assigned a monetary value. 

New Zealand’s approach
Some countries have been faster to 

recognise why heritage items should be 

factored in financial statements, instead of 

being lumped under the property, plant 

and equipment category. Case in point is 

New Zealand, which has added clarity in 

its new financial reporting requirements, 

issued in 2016. 

‘While international public sector 

accounting standards do not mandate the 

recognition and measurement of heritage 

assets in financial statements, our new 

suite of Public Benefit Entity accounting 

standards require this where such assets 

are able to be reliably measured,’ says 

Wayne Tukiri, associate director at RSM 

New Zealand.

‘It is not particularly new here, but it 

doesn’t mean that it’s being universally 

accepted or everybody buys into it.’

New Zealand’s rationale is that heritage 

assets usually form an important part 

of the assets under the organisation’s 

control; omitting them completely from 

the financial statements renders these an 

incomplete picture of the organisation. 

New Zealand has diverged from 

international standards; however, it could 

be setting a trend.

That said, IPSASB’s paper could shed 

more light in an area that has been 

debated for a long time with varying 

views, helping governments navigate the 

landscape of heritage items. AB

Haky Moon, journalist
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GBS and the circle of life

Surprising though it might seem, the classic Disney animated film The Lion King has 
some useful parallels with the global business services industry, says Boonsiri Somchit

In 2001, I fell in love again and found 
my passion. No, it was not with a 
person or a thing but with a job in an 
industry that still makes me feel like a 
teenager with a crush, every time I talk 
about it. 

This industry back then was called the 

shared services industry but today it is 

known as global business services (GBS). 

Just like almost everything else that has 

happened in my life, I found this passion 

because I was itching for a change and 

looking for a new path for my career. 

I guess it was also due to the fact that 

I was going to have an opportunity to 

build a shared services organisation 

(SSO) from ground zero with no 

knowledge of how to get it done. But 

that is a story for another day. 

Fast forward to 2016 at a GBS forum 

where I had spoken about culture and 

engagement. I attended the breakout 

session where delegates discussed 

and shared our thoughts about the 

differences between shared services, 

GBS, an outsourcing service provider 

and, finally, a centre of excellence (CoE). 

Honestly, even after all the discussion 

and sharing, we were still confused. 

After the workshop, I reflected on 

events and realised that, as a passionate 

GBS practitioner, instead of being able 

to articulate and explain the different 

organisations, I had rattled on and on 

in technical mumbo-jumbo terms and 

had probably lost everyone in that 

that room. Although I had been given 

a golden opportunity to brand and 

market the industry I felt so strongly 

about, I failed to connect with the 

audience and had not successfully 

got my message across. That bugged 

me for days. Then, I got busy and that 

concern was shelved away. 

When my company, Xtrategize 

Technologies, partnered with ACCA 
Malaysia to roll out the ACCA GBS 

Blended Qualification, it hit me 

that I needed to once again raise 

awareness of the GBS industry to 

students and industry players. This 

time I had to make sure my audience 

understood the differences between the 

different organisations. 

Eureka moment
I was in a dilemma. Some of the people 

that I would be training wouldn’t have 

a clue about the GBS industry and its 

terminology – especially university 

students and perhaps even some 

practitioners who may not have been 

involved in the early set-up or growth 

of a SSO into a GBS. How was I going 

to explain in layman’s terms and not 

repeat the same mistake that I made at 

the workshop? 

Think, Boon. Think. 

Then it happened – my eureka 

moment. I was watching TV when a 

movie trailer came on and I saw the 

answer to my problem. Right in front 
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Mufasa is 
responsible 

for governing 
the day-to-day 

operations in 
partnership with 

the other animals

of me on the screen stood the wise 

baboon carrying the future king and 

showing him off to his subjects as 

his proud parents stood by watching 

majestically. In the background, the 

ever-so-familiar song, ‘Circle of Life’, 

played and the movie, The Lion King, 

became my inspiration for my SSO/

GBS/CoE story.

I realised then that the evolution 

of the GBS industry is very similar 

to the circle of life in The Lion King. 

Each character has a different scope 

and different roles to play based 

on their maturity level, capabilities 

and competencies. 

Simba
Simba is like an SSO – the starting point 

in the GBS evolution. The SSO can be 

created to support just one country, 

one function or it could even be set 

up to support an entire region. 

It is normally very transaction-based 

with critical decisions still made at 

HQ or on-site. In The Lion King, 

Simba’s scope is also limited as he is 

still learning from his father and his 

advisers on how to lead and manage 

his subjects, the animals in the Pride 

Lands. Decisions are still made by 

his father and advisers. Simba, under 

the watchful eyes of his father, is only 

allowed to be involved in simple 

matters of state as he develops his 

own skills to take on more.

Mufasa
Mufasa, who is the reigning king at the 

beginning of the movie, is like a GBS. 

He watches over and provides guidance, 

support and helps the inhabitants 

of the pride (to me, this symbolises 

the world). Mufasa is responsible for 

governing the day-to-day operations in 

partnership with the other animals. He 

is also responsible for making decisions 

that may impact processes and rules in 

the Pride Lands. 

Just like Mufasa, a GBS organisation 

exists as a partner to the business 

units. It is normally responsible for 

the entire workstream – from order 

to cash, hire to retire, procure to pay 

and much more. A GBS organisation 

is normally involved in decisions 

related to systems, processes and 

even policies.  

However, just like Mufasa, 

who delegates some of the non-

core, non-critical work that a king 

must do to Zazu, the red-billed 

hornbill, a GBS organisation can 

also choose to outsource some of 

its activities, especially those that 

require understanding of different 

rules and regulations, as it may be 

difficult to hire these skill sets at the 

GBS location. 

Zazu
Zazu is the major-domo to Mufasa 

and carries out work on behalf of the 

king so that Mufasa can concentrate 

on his regal duties – or in other words, 

his core business. Zazu’s role can be 

that of an external outsource service 

provider that does transactional 

work for a company. Internal changes 

made by the company need to be 

communicated to the external service 

provider so that they can make 

changes to their systems or processes. 

Most service providers are on contract 

with the company (which states clearly 

their job scope and coverage). Any 

work request above and beyond what 

is stated in the service-level agreement 

would normally be charged at an 

agreed-upon rate. 

Rafiki
Rafiki is the wise baboon who is also 

an adviser to Mufasa. In the GBS 

parallel dimension, Rafiki symbolises 

the CoE where the subject matter 

experts reside. A GBS organisation 

will not have knowledge of every rule, 

regulation or even local requirements 

or culture of every country that they 

support. They may not even understand 

some of the system configurations. 

Due to this, some companies set up 

CoEs with people on site providing 

advisory support to ensure that the GBS 

operations are in compliance with local 

requirements as well as to support any 

system changes. 

‘If you want to understand the GBS 

evolution all you have to remember 

are the characters from The Lion King,’ 

I said to my first batch of surprised 

ACCA GBS Certificate participants. I 

could see the stunned looks on their 

faces but that did not deter me as I was 

determined to get the message through 

this time. 

As I told my story, I could see the 

mental light bulbs switch on. They were 

now sitting upright, nodding their heads 

and taking notes. Finally, I had got the 

message through. I had simplified GBS 

and it felt good. AB

Boonsiri Somchit is co-founder and 

partner at Xtrategize Technologies. 

During her career, she has held 

senior leadership positions in several 

multinational companies including 

Motorola, Komag and Advanced Micro 

Devices. She is also the adviser for 

Outsourcing Malaysia and is a best-

selling author
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Rise above the crowd
A well-crafted CV could be your passport to your next step up the career ladder. 
Follow our guide to find out what you should include – and what to leave out

role, winning them over is essential, 

Yee explains. ‘Parrot back key phrases 

from the job description,’ he suggests. 

This is particularly important in today’s 

digitised market; faced with hundreds 

of CVs for a single position, large 

companies and recruitment agencies 

rely on automative software to scan for 

keywords, thus performing an initial 

‘sieve’ of candidates. 

The second CV reader is the hiring 

manager. ‘They’re looking for someone 

to add value to his or her team,’ Yee 

says. ‘They will also be looking for skills 

that may or may not be mentioned in 

the job ad.’ Think about your area of 

expertise, consider the skill sets the job 

demands and look at your experience 

in terms of a narrative arc. That could 

be a string of past positions supporting 

start-ups, firsthand crisis management 

or a penchant for the public sector. ‘You 

have to understand what you’re really 

good at, and sell your narrative.’

Introduce yourself 
The prospect of writing about one’s 

own achievements and merits can wreak 

havoc on applicants’ style and tone. 

Certainly, a document that demands 

formality, as well as the ability to 

demonstrate your expertise in the most 

glowing of lights, seems a daunting 

task indeed. But in a bid to ‘up-sell’ 

your experience, be sure to avoid 

the pretentious, the verbose and the 

cliched, Yee urges. 

‘Headhunters go through hundreds 

of CVs a day with bombastic phrases 

like “highly accomplished sales 

executive” or “tenacious, award-winning 

manager”. It gets boring after a while, 

‘The interview is still a big, big part 
of the job-seeking process – but a 
fantastic CV is what will get you there.’ 
So says Russel Yee of Singapore-based 
CV writing service, ResumeWriter.sg. 
That’s not to say, however, that putting 
together a killer resume is easy. 

Rather, it takes a thorough 

understanding of the CV’s audience and 

purpose; a straightforward, easy-to-digest 

style that avoids bombast yet piques 

attention; and thoughtful selection of 

which hobbies make the cut – if any. If 

you’re actively seeking a new position or 

simply testing the water, a great resume 

can reap results and open doors. 

Take a targeted approach
Tom Osborne, regional director of 

global recruitment group Hays in 

Malaysia, advises that quality trumps 

quantity. ‘To enable candidates to have 

the best possible chance of standing 

out, they need to ensure their CV is 

tailored and targeted towards the most 

important result: getting the interview,’ 

he explains. ‘Too often, candidates mass 

apply for positions and do not make 

enough effort tailoring their CVs.’

Jobseekers are advised to consider 

not just the company and role they’re 

targeting, but also the specific readers 

of their resume. ‘Two sets of people will 

look at your CV when you apply for a job,’ 

Yee explains. ‘The first is the HR manager 

and the second is the line manager. It’s 

really important to remember that they’re 

looking for different things.’ 

While HR professionals cannot have 

an in-depth understanding of every 

58 Accounting and Business July/August 2017

SG_AP_SS_CV.indd   58 08/06/2017   17:24



and sometimes just being normal will 

make you stand out more. Keep it level-

headed and, if possible, metric-driven.’ 

Yee advises short sentences and 

simple vocabulary. ‘Clarity is the 

objective. Don’t use 10 words when 

three would suffice.’ ‘Concise bullet-

points and terse descriptions trumps 

sprawling sentences and excessively 

long CVs,’ Osborne echoes.  

What to include? 
‘Include information that is only relevant 

to the role or industry the candidate is 

applying for,’ Osborne says. ‘This would 

mean not listing every single job that 

they have done.’ Career history should 

be listed in reverse chronological order, 

starting with candidates’ current or most 

recent role.

Selectiveness is also recommended 

when it comes to mentioning hobbies 

and interests. ‘Most people just 

list reading and travelling; that’s so 

common and boring, so just remove 

it,’ Yee says. As a rule, he advises only 

including genuine passions that you’d 

be confident discussing at interview. 

‘If your response conveys that it’s just 

something on the side, it’s not so 

important, then they’ll just wonder why 

you included it in the first place!’

Stay true 
‘It is important to highlight 

achievements and up-sell yourself; 

however, if the information listed is 

untrue, this could potentially harm their 

chances in landing the job,’ Osborne 

says. ‘As is so often the case, when 

it comes to CVs, honesty really is the 

best policy!’ AB 

Frances Arnold, journalist

The write stuff
‘You never get a second 

chance to make a good 

first impression,’ and that’s 

especially true of CVs. Killer 

content is one thing, but 

wonky justification and 

mismatched fonts will get 

you noticed for all the wrong 

reasons. The good news is that even if you’re not a pro on your word processor, a 

slew of online tools are on hand to quickly craft a professional-looking resume. 

CV Maker Launched in 2010, CV Maker is a winner: its intuitive, step-by-step 

interface has garnered almost two million users to date. It’s easy to see why; the 

free version guides jobseekers through sections like contact info, work experience, 

qualifications and references across six understated styles. Users can download 

CVs to PDF, HTML or TXT files. A Premium version launched last year ($16 annually) 

proffers four more sophisticated templates, and the option to customise your 

resume with additional fonts and colours. cvmkr.com

Vizualize.me Depending on the company or role you’re applying for, a snazzy CV 

might be just the thing to get that great new job. Vizualize.me lets you create an 

infographic-type CV; think education timelines, language maps and pictograms, 

all available across six templates, complete with fully customisable colour palettes. 

Especially easy for LinkedIn users, it will import and sort your information, with 

options for further editing. Users can save and print as a PDF or PNG file, or share 

a branded link. Best of all, it’s completely free. vizualize.me

VisualCV VisualCV will format data from your LinkedIn profile or walk you through 

manually building a resume in any number of stylish templates, as well as track how 

often and who is clicking on your customisable link. A particularly attractive feature is 

the option to get feedback from five friends as to how your masterpiece is shaping 

up, although it’s worth noting that the freebie version only allows for two saved 

CVs. The paid ‘Pro’ platform costs $12 a month, for a minimum of three months. An 

informative blog is jam-packed with useful content for job seekers, and there are also 

example CVs spanning a range of professions for inspiration. visualcv.com

Kickresume A one-stop job-seeker shop, Kickresume’s paid platform in 

particular offers a host of features. Its freebie version offers two templates, and a 

straightforward step-by-step guide to manually adding info and sections. Upgrade 

to its Premium platform for $15 a month to access multiple CV styles, templates for 

cover letters, and your very own website with customisable domain. A help centre 

blog features regularly updated content for job-seekers spanning everything from 

celebrities’ first jobs right through to roles for introverts. First-timers in particular 

might find free pymetric tests to establish cognitive and emotional traits useful. 

kickresume.com 

ACCA Careers

For more advice on job hunting and 
to search for vacancies, visit careers.
accaglobal.com
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Mind your own bias
Decision-making can be adversely affected by unconscious bias, but to avoid this we 
need to be more aware of it, say Denis Kotov FCCA and Elena Aminova

under stress conditions – information 

overload, high degree of uncertainty, 

tight timeframe – their judgments 

can be unconsciously infl uenced by a 

number of psychological phenomena. 

This can arise unintentionally when we 

apply simple problem-solving strategies 

or heuristics that worked well in the 

past. These strategies are not negative 

by nature; they support us when 

decisions have to be taken quickly. 

However, if they are used automatically 

and without consideration, they may 

result in a fl awed judgment. 

One of the core tasks of a 

management accountant is to ensure 

the rationality of the information 

delivered to management. In practice, 

we rarely uncover behavioural bias 

in colleagues involved in the 

budgeting or investment 

process, partly because of 

our limited awareness of it. 

ACCA’s survey Culture and 
Channelling Corporate 

Behaviour found 

that only a third of 

respondents thought 

most people were 

aware of cognitive 

biases in decision-making 

processes. 

What’s more, there are 

still no standard tools to 

track such biases, despite a 

clear need. A piece of research 

by Swiss-based consultants 

Detecon found that 90% of 

companies surveyed think the 

mere knowledge of ‘rational 

defi cits’ can improve effi ciency 

and are planning to introduce 

Imagine at the end of the year you fi nd 
that sales volumes have not reached 
their target. Your sales manager says 
the sales were lower than forecast 
because of the unexpected entrance 
of a new competitor. Will you be 
satisfi ed with this? What are you going 
to do next? 

As a management accountant 

you might apply scepticism and start 

checking the feasibility of the sales 

manager’s explanations. Maybe they 

were right, maybe not. Perhaps it was a 

failure on the part of the sales division 

that caused lower sales. Even if the 

sales manager had known the real 

reason, they might have blamed 

external factors for fear of 

reprisals. Perhaps sales 

forecasts were over-optimistic. Should 

the target set by the sales manager be 

higher than industry forecasts or the 

company’s capabilities suggest, this 

could indicate overconfi dence on the 

part of the sales manager. Whatever 

the reason, the shortfall will affect your 

future assumptions and output.

Given that there are so many 

variables that affect our judgment and 

cost so much in terms of time, effort and 

future expenditure, it may be a good 

idea to check the company’s business 

processes against biases.  

When managers make decisions 
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All in the head 

Illusion of control
The tendency to overestimate one’s degree of influence over external events. 

This might be unintentionally propagated by senior managers. For example, if 

a senior colleague insists on pushing requirements down to vendors to reduce costs 

through quality improvement, it might be uncomfortable to oppose them, even if 

you notice that the vendors lack the resources and abilities to deliver.

Planning fallacy
The tendency to underestimate the costs of projects and/or time to complete them. 

As Thomas Conine, a finance professor at Fairfield University, puts it: ‘People think 

they can forecast better than they really can.’ Faced with a thorough forecast, you 

may be so focused on ticking off individual steps that you miss the bigger picture of 

the downward trend.

Overconfidence
Overestimation of your ability to predict and control future outcomes might 

become costly over time. When deciding on sources of finance for investments, 

overconfidence might mean internal resources are favoured over cheaper, 

external debt.

Conservatism
The tendency to overestimate the occurrence of low probability events (the opposite 

of overconfidence). 

Loss aversion
The tendency to avoid losses rather than acquire gains, or to neglect losses from 

existing customers when producing sales forecasts. 

Anchoring 
Excessive focus on another event, competitor, technology or product. While 

monitoring your competitor’s actions and strategy, don’t forget to revise your 

own plans. 

Mind your own bias

or uncontrollable; related to internal 

business processes or external 

environment; perceived as low or highly 

uncertain at the time of planning. These 

procedures work well in mitigating the 

illusion of control, overconfidence or 

planning fallacy biases.

To incorporate checks and control 

procedures into internal policies you 

can add extra steps with bias-specific 

questions. For instance, imagine a 

worst-case scenario and look at the 

measures to promote awareness 

of biases among participants in 

the planning cycle. See box 

for some of the most common 

cognitive biases. 

Coping mechanisms
How to cope with biases? First, you 

need to learn to recognise your own 

mental hang-ups. There is no standard 

test for checking behavioural influences. 

But several research papers summarise 

practical tips for finance specialists – for 

example: Enhancing Board Oversight: 
Avoiding Judgment Traps and Biases by 

KPMG and two Brigham Young University 

professors; and The case for behavioural 
strategy by McKinsey. As soon as you 

have become familiar with your biases it 

will be easier to identify mental shortcuts 

used by your colleagues. 

Bias training is worth considering. 

According to the Culture and 
Channelling Corporate Behaviour 
survey, just over three-quarters 

(76%) of members suggested that 

teams, including boards, should be 

trained in better decision-making 

procedures to lower the effect of 

cognitive biases.

In the long term a company 

needs to set up solid control policies 

to mitigate the effects of biases. 

The factors that caused deviations 

can be classified into controllable 

cause from an external perspective. 

Embracing a contrarian view may help 

you avoid over-optimism. 

Misinterpretation of numbers 

and facts can cause significant errors 

in financial reports. Equipped with 

strong guidelines, finance specialists 

can control behavioural influences and 

improve decision-making. AB

Denis Kotov FCCA and Elena Aminova, 

Berlin consultancy Orange ‘n’ square 

As soon as you 
have become 

familiar with your 
biases it will be 

easier to identify 
mental shortcuts 

used by your 
colleagues
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Scott Wightman, British High Commissioner, signs on the 
dotted line to mark the offi cial opening of the offi ce

No stranger to multi tasking, Kon Yin Tong, managing 
partner at Foo Kon Tan, tests out a stationary bike at one of 
ACCA’s mobile working stations

Leong Soo Yee, ACCA’s director, Asia Pacifi c, and Lee 
Fook Chiew, CEO, Institute of Singapore Chartered 
Accountants, walk through the new premises

Opening a new chapter
ACCA’s new offi ce, which was opened in May by the British High Commissioner, will 
promote thought leadership and transform the accountancy sector in the region

Signalling its continued 
commitment to shaping the 
future of the accounting 
profession and businesses, 
ACCA has opened its 
new international offi ce 
in Singapore.

Offi cially opened on 3 

May by Scott Wightman, 

British High Commissioner 

to Singapore, the new offi ce 

aims to drive innovation in 

the accountancy sector in 

Singapore, its Asia-Pacifi c 

neighbours and emerging 

markets such as Indonesia, 

Philippines, Myanmar, India, 

Russia and Latin America.

‘This new offi ce is a 

wonderful opportunity to 

expand ACCA’s presence in 

Singapore, create a regional 

hub and to reach out across 

Asia Pacifi c,’ Wightman said. 

‘Asia Pacifi c is a key area of 

opportunity for professional 

services, with closer access to 

half of the world’s population. 

ASEAN is seeing rapidly 

emerging wealth, including 

200 million people expected 

to enter the middle class 

by 2030. All of this drives a 

demand for better quality 

services like accountancy.’ 

‘Our teams here 

will contribute to the 

transformation of the 

accountancy sector in both 

Singapore and beyond her 

shores – locally working 

towards the vision presented 
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Scott Wightman is assisted by (from left) Belinda Young, 
Global Council member; Helen Brand;·Chaly Mah, 
chairman, Singapore Accountancy Commission; and 
Amos Ng, chairman, Network Panel, ACCA Singapore

Esther Thng, head of education, Asia Pacifi c, introduces 
guests to the recent changes to the ACCA Qualifi cation

As well as touring the building, guests hear about the 
latest developments taking place at ACCA Singapore

in the strategic and far-

sighted Committee of the 

Future Economy report,’ 

said Helen Brand, ACCA’s 

chief executive.

The new offi ce is also 

positioned to promote 

thought leadership among 

its members by conducting 

world-class academic and 

professional accountancy 

education in Singapore and 

the region.

‘We are delighted to 

embark on a new chapter in 

ACCA’s history in Singapore, 

spanning 81 years,’ said 

Reuter Chua, ACCA 
Singapore head. ‘In staying 

relevant to the needs and 

demands of our changing 

environment, this new offi ce 

will support the partnerships 

we have fostered with global 

multinational companies 

based in Singapore. 

‘In addition to greater 

capacity to cater to the needs 

of our 25,000 members and 

students, we are adopting 

innovative educational 

pedagogies and fl exible 

digital platforms to deliver 

these classes.’ AB
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Technical and ethical (TEQ): The ability to perform 

activities to a defi ned standard while maintaining the 

highest standards of integrity, independence and 

scepticism.

Intelligence (IQ): The ability to acquire and use 

knowledge: thinking, reasoning, solving problems and 

the ability to understand and analyse situations that 

are complex and ambiguous.

Creative (CQ): The ability to use existing knowledge 

in a new situation, to make connections, explore 

potential outcomes and generate new ideas.

Digital (DQ): The awareness and application of existing 

and emerging digital technologies, capabilities, 

practices, strategies and culture.

Emotional intelligence (EQ): The ability to identify your 

own emotions and those of others, harness and apply 

them to tasks, and regulate and manage them.

Vision (VQ): The ability to predict future trends 

accurately by extrapolating existing trends and facts, 

and fi lling the gaps by thinking innovatively.

Experience (XQ): The ability and skills to understand 

customer expectations, to meet desired outcomes and 

to create value. 

Take the test

Try ACCA’s interactive skills test and see the research at
thefuture.accaglobal.com

Since ACCA launched its 
‘Professional accountants 
– the future’ campaign last 
year, more than 15,000 
people have used ACCA’s 
interactive test designed 
to help current and future 
fi nance professionals assess 
and future-proof their skills.

Based on ACCA’s 

professional quotients 

model (right), the interactive 

test allows you to assess 

your own skills in the areas 

identifi ed as those that 

will create the ultimate 

‘professional quotient’. 

These skills were identifi ed 

by 2,000 professional 

accountants and 300 leaders 

in 19 countries as those that 

will add the most value for 

employers and clients.

The tool suggests CPD and 

other resources to help you 

sharpen and improve your 

skills under each quotient.

Faye Chua, ACCA’s 

head of business insights, 

says: ‘Events since we 

published our research last 

year, global cybersecurity 

attacks and changes in the 

political landscape have 

highlighted the range of skills 

fi nance professionals need 

to succeed. 

‘They must maintain their 

technical excellence and 

strong ethical grounding, 

and supplement these with 

personal skills and qualities.’ AB

Got what it 
takes?
Join 15,000 other members and students 
to see if you have the seven vital qualities 
needed to succeed in your career

Seven key qualities for success
Technical and ethical competencies remain at the core of 

professional accountants’ expertise, but these must be 

combined with additional qualities or quotients. It is this 

combination that will enable professional accountants to 

succeed and add value to their employers and clients. 
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Location, location
ACCA and Chartered Accountants Australia and New Zealand 
(CA ANZ) to co-locate in several important markets

In the run-up to the first 
anniversary of the landmark 
strategic alliance between 
ACCA and CA ANZ, the 
organisations have agreed 
to co-locate staff in a 
number of strategically 
critical markets.

At a summit meeting in 

Singapore convened to 

review year-one progress 

and identify opportunities to 

strengthen the relationship, 

it was agreed that teams in 

London, Singapore, Kuala 

Lumpur and Hong Kong 

will co-locate.

‘Over the last year, our 

strategic alliance has enabled 

us to provide powerful joint 

leadership on behalf of the 

profession in areas such as 

tax reform and integrated 

reporting,’ said ACCA 

president Brian McEnery.

‘As we head towards 

the second year of this 

important relationship, 

we want to strengthen the 

way we work together by 

co-locating staff in order to 

collaborate on key projects 

and initiatives and better 

support our members.’

CA ANZ and ACCA are 

focusing on four key areas:

* increasing the profile of 

both brands worldwide 

* enhancing support 

to members and 

wider stakeholders 

* contributing to the 

development of 

the profession and 

business world 

* demonstrating the 

strength of a progressive 

alliance across the 

accounting sector. 

Read more at accaglobal.

com/alliance. AB
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