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Welcome
With an ACCA survey demonstrating that unethical behaviour is still a concern, 
compliance education for professional accountants has never been more important

with the challenges that technology 

brings. And, on page 27, we find 

out why business leaders in Asia-

Pacific territories must step up their 

compliance education programmes 

as the boundaries blur between being 

competitive and being unethical in the 

pursuit of success.

On page 22, the question of whether 

tax practitioners might lose their jobs 

to bots gets a resounding ‘no!’ Robotic 

process automation is increasingly 

taking on routine tax compliance 

but, in our article, the experts argue 

that working with machines means 

that practitioners can benefit from 

opportunities, provided that they are 

ready and able to adapt.

And, in our main interview on page 12, 

Dr Pearl Tan FCCA, associate professor 

of accounting at Singapore Management 

University’s School of Accountancy, talks 

about why her love for knowledge and 

simplifying complex issues fuse together 

into her dream job. AB

Colette Steckel, Asia editor

colette.steckel@accaglobal.com

Strong ethical principles and 
behaviour will become increasingly 
important in the evolving digital age 
and are vital for building trust. For 
professional accountants, being ethical 
is a necessary attribute that goes far 
beyond being seen to ‘do the right 
thing’. In this special ethics issue of AB, 
we offer a number of articles focusing 
on this hot topic.  

On page 36 we look at the 

conclusions of a recent ACCA survey of 

the views of professional accountants 

on ‘ethics and trust in a digital age’. 

The report offers insight and guidance 

on issues from cybersecurity to 

cryptocurrencies. Among its findings, 

the report reveals that 24% of 

respondents observed compromising 

behaviour at their own organisation, 

and 19% at a client’s organisation, in 

the last 12 months; 47% have seen 

accountants acting unethically ‘from 

time to time’.

In his column on page 16, Cesar 

Bacani considers how strong ethical 

principles and behaviour are gaining 

traction as finance professionals grapple 
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Typhoon Hato, which 
brought havoc to Hong 
Kong in August, caused 
an estimated HK$8bn 
in losses. Businesses, 
government offi ces, 
schools and the stock 
market were closed, 
while airlines cancelled 
450 fl ights.

Mobile game Honour 
of Kings has helped 
China’s Tencent to post 
a profi t of 18.23 billion 
yuan (US$2.72bn) in 
Q2 2017 – up 70% on 
2016. The company is 
China’s biggest gaming 
and social media fi rm 
by revenue.

Hong Kong-born David 
Tang, the founder of the 
Shanghai Tang chain of 
luxury clothes shops, 
died in London. The 
entrepreneur set up his 
own charitable legacy 
and was the founding 
chairman of the Hong 
Kong Cancer Fund.

China has relaunched 
its fl eet of high-speed 
bullet trains. Seven of the 
trains will travel at around 
350km/h, cutting journey 
time between Beijing 
and Shanghai by an hour. 
The speed had previously 
been capped at 300km/h 
following two crashes.
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Wrong footed
In a rare trademark victory, US footwear brand New Balance 

has been awarded up to US$1.5m in damages from three 

Chinese shoe manufacturers for copying the brand’s slanting 

‘N’ logo. A court in Suzhou ruled that the defendants had 

infringed New Balance’s ‘unique decoration rights’, and 

ordered them to stop producing or selling shoes with 

variations of the logo. The ruling came as the US pressures 

Beijing to take more action on suspected intellectual property 

theft by Chinese companies. 

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 finance profession

Eyeing IFRS 
Malaysia could become the 

first country to incorporate 

IFRS Standards in Islamic 

finance, according to the 

Malaysian Institute of 

Accountants (MIA). MIA 

president Datuk Mohammad 

Faiz Azmi says that the 

accounting body is looking 

into the prospect, recently 

telling NST Business that 

Malaysia was well known 

for its high standards in 

Islamic finance in ASEAN. 

Infrastructure boost 
Deloitte China has joined 

the Infrastructure Financing 

Facilitating Office (IFFO), 

a platform established by 

the Hong Kong Monetary 

Authority (HKMA) to facilitate 

infrastructure investments 

and financing. Deloitte 

sees the IFFO’s invitation 

to partner as recognition 

of the firm’s contributions 

to Chinese enterprises in 

pursuing the Belt and Road 

initiative. ‘The blueprint 

of the future of the Belt 

and Road Initiative has 

unfolded,’ said Derek Lai, 

vice chair of Deloitte China. 

‘Deloitte is privileged by 

the HKMA’s invitation to 

be an IFFO partner and 

to support Hong Kong as 

a super-connector in the 

Belt and Road initiative 

and facilitating Hong 

Kong as a springboard 

for Chinese companies to 

expand overseas.’ 

Green agenda 
The Asian Development 

Bank has proposed the 

creation of national green 

financing vehicles to 

catalyse environmentally 

and financially sustainable 

infrastructure investments 

in Asia and the Pacific. 

Highlighting the constraints 

for developing a large 

pipeline of bankable green 

infrastructure projects, 

it calls for an integrated 

approach to transforming 

country financial systems. 

The concept of a green 

finance catalysing facility 

would serve as a model 

for countries to create 

their own financing 

vehicles and implementing 

mechanisms. This would 

leverage public funds and 

policies to catalyse a blend 

of financing from private 

sources for increasing green 

infrastructure investments. 

Sceptical approach 
A joint working 

group comprised of 

representatives from the 

International Auditing 

and Assurance Standards 

Board, the International 

Ethics Standards Board 

for Accountants and the 

International Accounting 

Education Standards 

Board has produced a 

publication on ways to 

enhance professional 

scepticism. Toward 
Enhanced Professional 
Skepticism underscores 

that professional scepticism 

‘lies at the heart of a 

quality audit’ in view of 

the increasing complexity 

of business and financial 

reporting, including the 

greater use of estimates and 

management judgment, 

business model changes 

due to technological 

developments, and the 

fundamental reliance of 

the public on dependable 

financial reporting. 

Spotlight on fintech 
China’s central bank is 

increasing its monitoring 

of the fintech sector, 

flagging an expansion of 

its risk-assessment system 

beyond banks to include 

major online financial 

businesses. This follows an 

agreement reached recently 

between the People’s 

Bank of China and 45 

non-bank financial firms – 

including payment systems 

affiliated with internet 
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giants Alibaba Group 

and Tencent – on joining 

a new payment-clearing 

platform called Wanglian, 

according to listed-

company documents. 

Called to account 
Any Malaysian companies 

that do not have women on 

their boards ‘will be named 

and shamed’, Women, 

Family and Community 

Development Minister 

Datuk Seri Rohani Abdul 

Karim says. Announcing 

that women now account 

for 17.9% on the boards 

of directors in the top 100 

public-listed companies 

on Bursa Malaysia as of 

30 June, Rohani said that 

although this was close 

commissioned by recruiter 

Robert Half. The overall 

majority of financial services 

CFOs (76%) believe that 

blockchain implementation 

will have an impact on the 

financial services sector over 

the next five years – with 

the positive impacts already 

being realised in Singapore. 

The survey reveals that 

83% of CFOs who have 

implemented blockchain 

within their business say 

it has empowered users, 

while 57% say it has resulted 

in faster transactions and 

40% say it has lowered 

transaction costs. 

Smart solution 
HSBC is working with IBM 

to develop a cognitive 

to the government’s 

2017 target to increase 

women’s participation 

as decision-makers in 

plcs to 18%, it was still 

low compared with the 

initial target of 30% set 

in 2011. She added that 

the ministry would be 

intensifying its Women 

Directors Training 

Programme initiative to 

increase the participation 

of women as decision-makers 

in the corporate sector. 

Blockchain benefits 
Blockchain technology 

is now part of specific 

investment plans for one 

in three (30%) Singaporean 

businesses, according to 

new independent research 

intelligence solution 

combining optical character 

recognition with advanced 

robotics to make global 

trade safer and more efficient 

for businesses. Currently, in 

facilitating over US$500bn 

of documentary trade for 

customers every year, HSBC’s 

global trade and receivables 

finance (GTRF) team must 

manually review and process 

up to 100 million pages 

of documents. The new 

solution uses IBM’s advanced 

analytics technology to 

identify, digitise and extract 

key data within these 

documents before feeding 

it into the bank’s transaction 

processing systems. Natalie 

Blyth, HSBC’s global head of 

GTRF, said that this will make 

Take one
In the latest of our series of video interviews with ACCA members, we meet Ajay Shah FCCA, 
CFO of entrepreneurial table tennis bar chain Bounce and a UK county-level player in his youth

You can watch this interview 
at bit.ly/AB-pingpong

More information

Shah shares his 
experiences on 
working for a growing 
entrepreneurial 
venture, the company’s 
expansion into the US 
and his advice for young 
finance professionals

Taking opportunities
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Digital takeover?
The cryptocurrency market topped US$170bn in August, with 

the value of Bitcoin hitting a market high of over US$4,700 in the same 

month. With more than 900 types of digital currency now in use, 98 digital 

currency exchanges and tens of millions of active investors worldwide, 

the total market capitalisation is 50 times larger than fi ve years ago. 

Currently, East Asia, North America and Europe are the biggest markets 

of cryptocurrencies; in East Asia the percentage of trading volume is 63%, 

with Bitcoin and Ethereum selling above the global average in the region, 

according to Exchange Union. 

East Asia
63%

North America
25% Europe

11%

% of trading volume in biggest crytocurrency markets

Source: Exchange Union. Bridging 
digital currency exchanges 
globally: white paper

transactions quicker and 

safer for both buyers and 

suppliers, ‘and we will reduce 

compliance risks through an 

enhanced ability to manage 

huge volumes of data’. 

Protected species 
Chinese bankruptcies are 

likely to continue to rise 

sharply as the authorities 

become more accepting of 

them and tighter fi nancial 

regulations take effect, 

says Fitch Ratings, noting 

that market forces are still 

playing only a minor role 

in determining failures in 

the state-owned sector. 

Fitch also notes that 

there is little evidence yet 

that the government is 

willing to tolerate the job 

losses and the drag on 

economic growth that would 

accompany the bankruptcy 

of large ‘zombie’ enterprises, 

which are responsible for the 

most signifi cant corporate 

ineffi ciencies and account for 

the bulk of overcapacity. 

On the up 
Chinese brands are gaining 

ground on traditional 

Western market leaders 

among Chinese consumers. 

The 2017 RTG Consulting 
Brand Relevance Report 
reveals that luxury brands 

Chanel and Estée Lauder, 

followed by Adidas, still hold 

top-three spots, but local 

brands WeChat and Huawei 

are climbing up the rankings. 

Marc-Oliver Arnold, chief 

strategy offi cer at RTG 

Consulting Group, says that 

now is an interesting time 

for brands in China. ‘Brands 

are expanding and targeting 

up-and-coming niche trend 

markets, capitalising on 

emerging trends to quickly 

head that sector; brands 

like Adidas, WeChat and 

Huawei are key examples 

of the effectiveness of 

this strategy,’ he said. ‘To 

succeed, brands need 

to move at the speed of 

modern China’s cultures and 

subcultures.’ 

IFAC: endorse IR
The G20 should support 

the adoption of integrated 

reporting (IR) in all 

member states as part 

of a wider approach 

to improve financial 

reporting, transparency 

and governance, The 

International Federation 

of Accountants (IFAC) has 

said. In a submission to G20 

leaders meeting in Hamburg, 

IFAC put forward a ‘Call for 

Action’. Other measures 

included the implementation 

of IFRS Standards, 

International Public Sector 

Accounting Standards and 

International Standards on 

Auditing; collaboration on 

tackling corruption; and the 

adoption of the OECD’s 

actions on base erosion and 

profit shifting. AB

Compiled by Peta Tomlinson, 

journalist
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SMU School of Accountancy
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Lecturer (later associate 

professor), Nanyang 

Technological University, 

Singapore (NTU)

1978
Audit assistant (later audit 

manager), Ernst & Young (EY)

Learning curve
Fears that artificial intelligence will destroy the accounting profession are overblown, 
says Dr Pearl Tan FCCA, who believes that technology offers freedom from drudgery

Dr Pearl Tan FCCA does not fear 
robots. More specifically, the 
accounting professor at Singapore 

Management University’s School of 
Accountancy isn’t worried that artificial 
intelligence (AI) will put accountants out 
of work.

The possibility that advances in AI will 

result in an army of jobless accountants 

roaming the countryside is getting some 

serious coverage in the mainstream media 

these days. Case in point: Wired magazine’s 

recent article, Robots Will Soon Do Your 
Taxes. Bye-Bye, Accounting Jobs.

‘When I meet parents, they are very 

concerned about the future of their 

children,’ she says. However, she is not 

worried. ‘I am very confident we will not be 

replaced by a robot.’

Accountancy is, she says, a 

complex discipline. ‘The problems we 

face are all unique,’ she says. ‘They are 

not homogenous.’ 

She notes that accountancy is a 

combination of many different disciplines. 

Besides knowing accounting standards, an 

accountant needs to have a competent understanding of law, 

taxation rules, best practices in corporate governance and 

ethics. ‘Accountancy is a unique blend of logic and judgment,’ 

she says. ‘No robot can actually replicate the human mind in 

processing complex accounting issues.’

In truth, Tan sees AI as an opportunity rather than a threat, 

especially if technology can automate the more mechanical 

parts of the job. ‘It frees us to do more important things,’ she 

says. ‘I see that as an opportunity to capitalise on, so that I can 

move on to other things and not be held back by drudgery. ’

To illustrate this point to her students, she shares her 

experience of being an auditor in the late 1970s and early 

1980s. ‘In those days, there were no computers,’ she recalls. 

‘There was no Excel, no Word. We used typewriters and 

calculators. It was really a lot of work. Excel to me is one of the 

greatest things that could happen.’

Tan still remembers having to cut 

and paste sheets together and ending 

up with a page some several metres 

wide. ‘The page would be as long as 

this table. Then I would have to punch in 

the numbers in a calculator, and by the 

time I got to the end, I would find out 

that I’d got it wrong. Now, I just key it 

into Excel and I get it right. Technology 

has made my life a lot better because 

it’s removed a lot of the time-wasting 

manual processes.’

From auditor to academic
After graduating from the then 

University of Singapore, Tan joined EY’s 

predecessor in 1978 and spent nine 

years as an auditor. ‘There were very few 

accounting standards in those early days,’ 

she recalls. ‘Everything was left to our 

professional judgment.’

She describes her time there as 

‘intellectually very stimulating’ but the 

experience showed her that what she really 

enjoyed was research, writing and teaching. 

So, when the opportunity presented itself, 

she moved into academia. 

Tan joined the predecessor of Nanyang Technological 

University (NTU) in 1987, gaining a scholarship to complete 

a master’s at the London School of Economics. She 

subsequently embarked on her PhD at the University of 

Queensland at the age of 40. Armed with her doctorate, she 

returned to teach at NTU and continued working there until 

she joined SMU in 2005.  

Today, she teaches undergraduates IFRS Standards, with 

special focus on accounting for financial instruments, 

accounting for business combinations and consolidation, 

and foreign exchange translation. ‘It’s my dream job,’ 

she says. ‘It brings together my love for knowledge and my 

love for people.’

Testifying to her qualities as a lecturer, Tan has received 

several teaching awards. In 2017 she received an SMU School 
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‘Accountancy is a 
unique blend of 

logic and judgment. 
No robot can 

actually replicate 
the human mind in 
processing complex 

accounting issues’
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of Accountancy Dean’s List Award 

for Teaching Excellence. One of her 

proudest moments was when she 

received the NTU’s Teacher of the 

Year Award back in 1994. 

‘It was NTU’s inaugural award; you 

couldn’t prepare for it,’ she recalls. ‘I 

was very encouraged by the award as  

I wasn’t a long-established academic 

at that point.’

The secret to teaching complex 

topics is, she says, to make 

them creative and interesting, 

bringing in current events and 

real-life cases. Students, she says, 

appreciate her interest in them as well as her patience 

and approachability: ‘They also appreciate that I convey 

complex accounting standards in a clear and logical way to 

them,’ she adds.

Growing in complexity
In terms of her own research, Tan is interested in IFRS 

Standards, issues in standard setting, and practical issues in 

financial reporting. ‘Financial reporting is very fascinating,’ she 

says. ‘It is ever-changing and growing in complexity.’ 

She notes that because of the 

financial crisis and financial scandals 

such as Enron, standard-setters 

need to be a step ahead of 

problems. ‘Standard-setters are 

in a difficult position,’ she says. 

‘They need to develop very strong 

standards that are not a straitjacket 

but are able to deal with difficult 

scenarios and provide information 

that is useful.’

Because of her interest, she 

regularly provides feedback 

to standard-setting bodies 

when they invite comments on 

proposals. ‘It’s necessary to state your opinion in a timely way 

so you can make an impact,’ she says. ‘Recently I gave some 

comments on the conceptual framework of accounting and 

was encouraged by the number of downloads made from 

different corners of the globe.’

Tan has co-written two textbooks on IFRS Standards, 

Advanced Financial Accounting: An IFRS Standards 
Approach and Intermediate Accounting, IFRS Edition. The 

books – published by McGraw-Hill – fill a gap in the market, 

she says; while there are many textbooks on US GAAP, 

‘Standard-setters 
are in a difficult 

position. They need 
to develop very 

strong standards 
that are not a 

straitjacket but are 
able to deal with 

difficult scenarios’
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i Basics

Singapore Management University (SMU) was 

established in 2000. Located in the Bras Basah district, 

it is the city-state’s first publicly funded autonomous 

university. A key element of the undergraduate 

curriculum is the incorporation of leadership training 

and interactive pedagogy. In 2016 there were 7,827 

full-time undergraduates and 1,750 full-time and part-

time postgraduates; 44% of teaching staff come from 

outside Singapore.

SMU’s School of Accountancy offers a bachelor of 

accountancy, a master of professional accounting and 

a master of science in CFO leadership. Productivity in 

empirical research is ranked top in Asia and eighth in the 

world, and the school has close ties with top overseas 

institutions in the US and China.

making – all this is financial literacy that is very important in all 

levels of leadership.’

Tan believes that the future looks especially bright 

for Singapore’s profession as the city-state moves towards its 

goal of becoming an accountancy hub. ‘Singapore 

is well-placed to provide value-added services like 

consulting and advisory work,’ she says. ‘There is a lot of 

room for growth, to offer services not commonly found 

elsewhere, like valuation of companies, of intellectual 

property and other intangible assets. That’s become 

very important in accounting but the expertise is not 

widely available. 

‘Accountants in Singapore can go up the value chain and 

provide services in more cutting-edge issues.’

Apart from teaching, Tan is also involved in 

developing the profession. She is a member of the 

Advisory Board on Accounting Standards for Statutory 

Boards and was a member of the Financial Reporting 

Committee at the Institute of Singapore Chartered 

Accountants for eight years.

Tan is also an active member of ACCA, having 

chaired sessions at the ACCA Singapore annual conference in 

2006 and 2007, as well as conducting seminars for members on 

IFRS Standards.

Her association with ACCA began in 2006 after 

a memorandum of understanding was signed 

between the association and the then Institute of 

Certified Public Accountants of Singapore. ‘When the 

opportunity came for us to join, I jumped on it; I didn’t 

hesitate,’ she recalls.

She says that ACCA represents a great commitment 

to standards and to quality of accounting education 

and practice. ‘ACCA is globally recognised and has 

made good inroads into different countries in the world,’ 

she says.

Tan adds that ACCA is also beneficial for those who 

have missed the opportunity to go to university or 

who come from countries where accounting education 

is not well developed. ‘ACCA has done a great job 

in getting people who otherwise would not have an 

accounting education to have one,’ she says, adding 

that she’s met people from Vietnam and China who 

work in Singapore as accountants because of their 

ACCA Qualification.

‘You don’t have to be rich or have good connections to be 

an accountant,’ Tan concludes. You just have to be disciplined 

and hardworking. ACCA is a passport.’ AB

Jimmy Yap, journalist

there are very few high-quality ones on IFRS Standards at 

the intermediate and advanced levels. The textbooks not 

only explain the process of applying the standards; they also 

contain unique analytical procedures that Tan has developed. 

They are sold in Singapore, Hong Kong, Thailand, Taiwan and 

Philippines; there is also growing interest from the Middle 

East and China.

Natural choice
Tan’s interest in accounting dates to when she was a teenager. 

Her schoolteacher father had learned accounting on the side 

because he was interested in it. It would be part of the dinner 

conversation as she was growing up.

During a long school break, Tan began reading her father’s 

old textbooks and, over three months, managed to teach 

herself bookkeeping. When it was time to go to university, her 

interest in accounting plus her personality made accountancy 

the natural choice.

‘I wanted something practical,’ she recalls. ‘The 

discipline that came to mind was accountancy. It was a 

respectable profession; associated with accountability, 

orderliness, discipline, stewardship, it fitted well with 

my personality.’

Tan does not hesitate to point future students towards 

accountancy. ‘An accountancy degree is very versatile,’ 

she explains. ‘It will be relevant to students in whatever 

capacity they serve. The knowledge of accounting 

standards, corporate governance, taxation, strategic and 

operational use of financial information as a tool for decision 
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More information

Download Ethics and trust in a digital 
age at bit.ly/ACCA-eth-dig

Ethics for the digital age
Too often, we tend to see ethics as the avoidance of doing bad but in truth, being 
ethical also means taking positive action, says Cesar Bacani

leverage a database compiled for 

customer relationship management for 

a marketing campaign?

It’s a question that did not arise in 

the pre-digital age. Neither did the 

ethics of putting sensitive financial and 

other data in a distributed ledger, using 

machine-learning algorithms to judge 

whether a transaction is fraudulent, and 

deploying robotic process automation 

in business processes that could result 

in people losing their jobs.

The study’s conclusion is that the 

five principles of the International 

Ethics Standards Board for 

Accountants – integrity, objectivity, 

professional competence and due 

care, confidentiality and professional 

behaviour – remain applicable in the 

digital age. 

The study urges positive action, too. 

As custodian of sensitive data, the 

accountant should be aware of the risks 

of ransomware attacks, know how the 

organisation is protecting itself from it 

– and take steps to support and update 

those defences. 

To my mind, this is where the real 

value of the study lies. Too often, we 

tend to see ethics as the avoidance of 

doing something bad. In truth, being 

ethical also means taking positive action, 

including reporting unethical behaviour. 

In the fast-moving digital age, action is 

called for now more than ever. AB

Cesar Bacani is editor-in-chief of 

CFO Innovation

A large utility company decides to 
expand into financial services. Its 
marketing department emails the 
customer database to introduce a 
credit card that offers loyalty discounts. 
It has not sought prior permission 
for sending this communication. The 
launch comes months before the 
introduction of the EU’s General Data 
Protection Regulation, scheduled for 
May 2018, which prohibits companies 
from using data for a purpose other 
than that for which it was collected. 

Does this have ethical implications for 

qualified accountants in EU companies, 

including the CFO, internal auditors and 

others in finance? According to a new 

study, there could very well be. Earlier this 

year, ACCA and Chartered Accountants 

Australia & New Zealand (CA ANZ) 

surveyed more than 10,000 professional 

accountants and students and 510 

C-suite executives in 158 nations, and 

held discussions with CFOs and audit 

partners in nine countries (see page 36). 

For me, the most fascinating ideas 

in Ethics and trust in a digital age 
revolve around the main theme. The 

respondents were asked whether they 

believed that strong ethical principles 

and behaviour will become more 

important in the digital age. Eight out 

of 10 said yes – with more accountants 

expressing strong agreement (60%) 

compared with the executives (44%).

In the roundtable discussions, the 

participants were asked to consider 

digital issues, including cybersecurity, 

platform-based business models, big 

data and analytics, and automation, 

artificial intelligence and machine 

learning. For example, is it ethical to 

As custodian of 
sensitive data, 

the accountant 
should be aware 

of the risks of 
ransomware  

attacks 
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A recent Economist 
Intelligence Unit 
report points out 
that cultural and 

behavioural factors 
complicate the fight 

against obesity in 
South-East Asia

Sweet solution?
As Singapore and Malaysia consider ways to reduce rocketing levels of diabetes, 
the introduction of a sugar tax may not be the answer, says Errol Oh

the imposition of tax on unhealthy 

foods and drinks by 2020. Examples 

include SSB, sweetened creamer and 

condensed milk. The government has 

said little about this proposal in over a 

year. And given that the general election 

has to be held by next August, it is 

unlikely that there will be a new tax any 

time soon. Taking more time to decide 

if Malaysia ought to have the sugar tax 

is a good idea. Such a measure should 

be preceded by thorough research and 

robust consultation.

There is no doubt that sugary drinks 

will have less appeal if a tax pushes 

up their prices. In May 2015, the 

World Health Organization concluded 

that ‘appropriately designed taxes 

on SSB’ can proportionately reduce 

consumption, especially where retail 

prices are raised by over 20%.

However, there is room to argue 

that the sugar tax is neither a cure-

all nor a one-size-fits-all remedy. A 

recent working paper by the Asian 

Development Bank Institute cautions 

that taxes alone may not be enough in 

countering the obesity problem.

There is also the possibility that 

other countries’ experience may not be 

easily replicated in Malaysia. A recent 

Economist Intelligence Unit report 

points out that cultural and behavioural 

factors complicate the fight against 

obesity in South-East Asia.

If Malaysia truly needs the sugar 

tax, the government must convince 

the people that its long-term 

impact will outweigh the short-

term pain. AB

Errol Oh is executive editor of The Star

In speeches delivered almost four 
years apart, Malaysia’s Prime Minister 
Datuk Seri Najib Tun Razak and his 
Singapore counterpart, Lee Hsien 
Loong, had some ‘sugary’ thoughts 
that were strikingly similar. They both 
spoke about the threat of diabetes and 
how their governments were handling 
the problem.

When tabling the Budget 2014 in 

parliament in October 2013, Najib 

brought up a troubling statistic: 2.6 

million Malaysians under 30 were 

diabetic. He warned that diabetes causes 

various health complications if untreated 

and announced the government’s 

abolition of the sugar subsidy.

A third of Lee’s speech at his country’s 

National Day Rally in August this year 

was devoted to diabetes. Lee said that 

while soft drink producers had agreed 

to reduce the sugar in their products 

sold in Singapore, the government was 

scouting around for other solutions. He 

mentioned measures such as a sugar tax 

(which usually targets sugar-sweetened 

beverages, or SSB), warning labels on 

drinks and limiting size.

However, Lee conceded that there 

was no ideal solution yet. That is 

indeed a key point; the jury is still 

out on whether such moves are fair 

and effective. There is, for example, 

some debate on the sugar tax, which 

more and more countries have either 

introduced or are considering.

Malaysia is in the latter group, which 

suggests that the removal of the sugar 

subsidy in 2013 has not made much of 

a dent in intake. The Health Ministry’s 

National Plan of Action for Nutrition 

of Malaysia III (2016-2025) calls for 
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Tightening the grip
While political flashpoints and protectionism are giving Asian economies cause for 
concern, US monetary policy is a bigger factor, says Manu Bhaskaran

US’s large trade deficit with the country. 

However, the administration’s recent 

pragmatic approach to renegotiating 

the North American Free Trade Area 

suggests that it will be careful not to 

up-end existing economic arrangements 

with its traditional partners. 

The US economy continues to gain 

strength, generating more demand 

for labour even though the economy 

is virtually at full employment. Even 

though inflation remains currently low, 

the Federal Reserve worries that it will 

eventually rise while financial stability 

risks may also emerge if rates are kept 

too low. Over the next year, the Federal 

Reserve will raise rates and reduce 

the size of its balance sheet. This will 

materially reduce global liquidity and 

place upward pressures on global 

interest rates as well. The result could 

well be large capital outflows from 

emerging economies as global investors 

shift funds back to the US. This will 

hurt Asia, with less money going into 

emerging Asian bonds and equities – at 

a time when Asian economies’ current 

account balances are weakening and 

they need all the capital inflows they can 

get. Consequently, this is bound to cause 

Asian currencies to weaken again as well. 

The key near-term risk is of sharp 

corrections in financial markets in Asia 

as US monetary policy tightens – but so 

long as global demand remains strong, 

the economic impact can be mitigated. 

The other risks are likely to be contained 

for now and Asian economic growth is 

therefore likely to be sustained. AB

Manu Bhaskaran is CEO at Centennial 

Asia Advisors, Singapore

The Asian economies are performing 
well. Their economic performance in 
the second quarter was mostly upbeat, 
with both external demand as well 
as domestic demand improving. The 
indications for the third quarter are 
also quite strong, with trade numbers 
suggesting a strengthening uplift from 
global demand while lead indicators 
that forecast economic growth for the 
coming 12 months are also encouraging.

Despite this, three sets of risk factors 

have emerged to temper the optimism: 

political flashpoints, protectionism and 

the impact of tighter monetary policy in 

the US. These certainly pose challenges 

for financial asset prices in the region, 

which look stretched, but we would 

argue that the economic consequences 

are likely to be manageable. 

The first political risk is the vacuum 

created in Asia Pacific by growing 

perceptions that the never-ending 

controversies in the US are distracting 

President Donald Trump and eroding 

his political capital. Worse for Asia, 

many high-level, Asia-specific positions 

in the departments of State, Defence 

and Treasury, as well as in the National 

Security Council, remain unfilled. This 

leaves the US as a passive observer 

rather than a leader in Asian affairs.

The second concern is North Korea’s 

development of nuclear weapons. This 

has raised alarm but, because a military 

option is very risky, the only viable 

response is ever-tighter sanctions. 

At the same time on the peninsula, 

the Trump administration’s talks with 

South Korea to review their bilateral 

free-trade agreement have become 

bogged down over the issue of the 

The key near-
term risk is of 

sharp corrections 
in financial 

markets in Asia 
as US monetary 

policy tightens 

18 Accounting and Business October 2017

AP_COM_Manu.indd   18 04/09/2017   16:13



Have your say
In the run-up to this year’s AGM, ACCA president Brian McEnery urges members to 
engage with the organisation’s strategic vision by ensuring that their voices are heard

window opens on 6 October, and 

you will receive your ballot instructions 

and candidate profiles shortly. I hope 

many of you join me in taking part – 

your vote matters! AB

Brian McEnery is a partner specialising 

in corporate restructuring and 

healthcare consulting at BDO Ireland

My term as ACCA president is nearing 
its end, and this is my penultimate 
column for Accounting and Business. 
This column has been important to me: 
while it is, on the one hand, a vehicle 
for me to update you on the comings 
and goings of the ACCA Council, it is 
also a monthly reminder for me to step 
back from my immediate work and 
instead think about the topics that are 
currently most relevant to members – 
all 198,000 of you – around the world.

If there’s one thing that my presidency 

has instilled in me, it’s that ACCA is, 

in its entirety, a member-driven and 

-focused organisation. Members are 

the frontline of the ACCA designation: 

we set the agenda, drive the future, 

live the values and embody the spirit of 

this organisation.

I am lucky enough to steer the 

organisation from the president’s chair, 

but it’s very much on the wings of 

member engagement and feedback. 

It has been fantastic to meet so many 

passionate ACCA member advocates 

in person, and also to see first-hand the 

value of your contributions, interactions 

and feedback via Council-led webinars, 

the national office network, member 

satisfaction surveys, the feedback 

section of the ACCA members’ website, 

member focus groups and through the 

global contact centre.

So it’s important to me to use one of 

my last columns to remind all members 

of the important role we play in this 

organisation, and to encourage you to 

use your voice and to get involved.

While the aforementioned feedback 

channels are available all year round, 

we are this month approaching ACCA’s 

Annual General Meeting – a once-

yearly opportunity for members to 

elect the Council members that lead 

on our behalf, and engage with our 

organisation’s strategic vision. 

I encourage you to participate and 

vote. Last year’s AGM saw a record 

voting turnout, and I’m hoping the 

trend will continue this year. The voting 

Ethics focus
This year marks the tenth anniversary of the global financial crisis – and it’s clear that 

business still can’t afford to be complacent about ethics. It’s great to see Accounting 
and Business focusing on this important topic in this issue, and I hope the insights help 

you in your daily lives. The lessons we learned a decade ago are just as valuable today.
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The view from
Vishal Madan ACCA, manager, financial operations 
practice, Connor Group, US, and crossfit competitor

US and Europe, and get 

satisfaction from solving 

complex business 

challenges. 

 

I became an ACCA 
member in 2014. The 

ACCA Qualification 

has been a great foundation for the 

variety of roles I’ve held, from my Big 

Four days to my current position. It 

has allowed me to establish a well-

rounded career in finance where I 

have applied different facets of the 

training to real-life situations. 

I appreciate opportunities for 
continuing education. As well as taking 

advantage of training courses provided 

by my employer, I particularly value the 

mentoring I get from the partners at my 

firm. I also benefit from ACCA’s online 

CPD library. 

One of my proudest moments was 
launching a venture capital fund 
backed by the UK government, which 
provided early-stage funding to 
startups. I grew the finance department 

to 15 people in the first year. From 

implementing processes to advising 

the board on corporate governance, I 

created an infrastructure to allow the 

company to flourish, experience I use 

when providing advice to my clients.

Outside work I enjoy taking part in 
crossfit competitions. I’m also a foodie, 

so I’m often out enjoying the great 

eating scene in New York. My favourite 

destination right now is a food market in 

Brooklyn called Smorgasburg. AB 

ACCA has allowed 
me to establish a 

well-rounded career 
in finance where 

I have applied 
different facets  

of the training to 
real-life situations

My parents owned a group 
of restaurants and hotels, 
and from a young age I 
worked in the kitchens and 
waited on tables. Eventually, 

I became involved in 

managing the finances of 

the business and expanding 

operations. This exposure to finance 

inspired me to pursue a career in 

accounting as I wanted to develop my 

understanding of business.

 
I spent five years at Deloitte, in 
restructuring services, then spells 
as head and director of finance in 
the corporate sector. I joined the 

professional services firm Connor Group 

in 2016 as a manager in the financial 

operations practice. I take pride in 

bringing a creative perspective and 

using my technical expertise to support 

clients’ needs.

 

I enjoy the camaraderie among my 
colleagues and the exciting client 
challenges keep me on my toes. I work 

with a great team based across the 

Diversity coalition
Big Four accountancy firms were among 

the first business leaders to join CEO 

Action for Diversity & Inclusion, a new 

global initiative pledging to commit 

themselves, and the organisations they 

lead, to advance diversity and inclusion 

in the workplace. Already, the collective 

of more than 270 signatories has shared 

almost 250 actions across a variety 

of categories, exchanging learning 

opportunities and creating collaborative 

conversations via the initiative’s unified 

hub, CEOAction.com. The steering 

committee includes representatives from 

Deloitte US, EY, KPMG and PwC. Crowe 

Horwath is another recent signatory.  

New partners welcomed
PwC has added 53 new partners across 

its firms in mainland China, Hong Kong, 

Taiwan and Singapore, bringing the 

total for the region to more than 850 

partners. Of these, 31 are based in 

mainland China, eight in Hong Kong, six 

in Taiwan and eight in Singapore. They 

are spread across assurance practice 

(23), tax (16), advisory (12) and One Firm 

Services division (one). Nineteen of the 

new partners (36%) are female, while 

around 2,800 new graduates have joined 

within the year, bringing PwC’s local staff 

numbers to more than 21,000.

15,000+ 
The number of new staff PwC 
employs globally every year, including 
4,000 interns
Source: PwC 
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Ready for lift-off?
Effective teams are the key to success in any organisation, yet many teams lack 
the skills required to deliver results. Ally Yates offers some solutions

There are four types of team: those 
that have harmonious relationships but 
fudge on delivery; those that deliver 
at any cost but with total disregard for 
team members; those in self-destruct 
mode, paralysed by infi ghting; and 
those that collaborate to deliver to the 
best of their individual and collective 
capabilities. Type 4 is in increasing 
demand as businesses reach to embrace 
diversity of people, organisations and 
cultures to deliver results. 

A senior leader in a biotech business 

recently asked me: ‘What more can I do 

to get my team to work well together to 

achieve results?’ It transpired that there 

was increasing disagreement among 

the troops and they were failing to 

deliver. What struck me about this was 

the interpretation that arguments are 

automatically deemed negative and to 

be avoided at all costs.

As the American songwriter and 

businesswoman Dolly Parton once said: 

‘If you want the rainbow, you gotta put 

up with the rain.’ And that’s true of a 

high-performing team. Successful 

teams are able to debate, 

disagree, explore and come 

through the assault at worst 

unscathed, at best stronger.

Top teams value and leverage 

the diversity among them. 

Research by Charles Margerison and 

Dick McCann, authors of the Team 

Management Profi le (TMP), identifi ed 

eight role preferences that need to 

be covered for a team to be high 

performing. In reality, teams 

often show a bias towards 

two or three of these 

Whatever your role, there are 

behaviours that are common to all 

teams, including:

* leading with questions to 

understand and test a colleague’s 

perspective. Individuals operate 

from the basis of being curious 

rather than judgmental

* supporting and disagreeing in 

equal measure, so that people 

gain strength from having their 

contributions recognised, and 

understand different perspectives

* making their disagreements issue-

based rather than personal, to avoid 

causing offence

* demonstrating humility, being willing 

to step down or recognise an error

* creating opportunities for everyone 

to make a contribution by bringing 

quieter members into the discussion 

and creating helpful boundaries for 

more talkative colleagues

* sharing airtime across the team as 

equally as possible

* summarising contributions, so that 

everyone knows that they’ve been 

heard and there’s a shared clarity.

The team role preferences provide the 

framework for creating the right type 

of team. What matters then is your 

behaviour – both what you do and how 

you do it. Thankfully, that’s within the 

gift of each and every one of us 

to change. AB

Ally Yates is the author of 

Utter Confi dence: How what 
you say and do infl uences 

your effectiveness in 
business

roles and any outliers can fi nd themselves 

marginalised. Instead, to be more 

effective, the team would include the 

views of the outliers and, together, agree 

tactics to plug the gaps and ensure each 

role preference has a voice at the table.  

Analysis of TMP data from Asian 

countries mirrors the preferences 

of many Asian cultural practices. ‘In 

South-East Asia, we found the highest 

percentage of the concluder-producer 

role, with the region coming in at 29%, 

compared with Scandinavia at 17%,’ 

says Mark Gilroy at TMS Development 

International. ‘This role focuses on 

effi cient systems and quality control – 

taking great pride in the output, service 

or experience that is being delivered.’ 

It’s likely we can expect to see a 

change in this data over time, since a 

generation of leaders are emerging 

in Asian organisations who are highly 

motivated to question the status quo. ‘In 

a future-proof organisation, embracing 

generational diversity is as important as 

cognitive diversity,’ Gilroy says.
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Here come the bots
As routine tax compliance becomes increasingly automated, practitioners stand to 
benefit from new opportunities – provided that they are willing to adapt

process for a client, a global consumer 

healthcare company with more than 

100 legal entities in multiple US states, 

countries and foreign municipalities. 

The client uses various financial systems, 

trial balances and charts of accounts. Its 

financial results, including income tax 

provision, are consolidated and reported 

by its US team on a quarterly basis.

The client uses income tax provision 

and compliance software for the year-

end provision and tax return process. 

Previously it calculated interim provision 

based on spreadsheets extracted from 

disparate financial systems, so gathering 

and reconciling data was a manual and 

time-consuming process.  

PwC used RPA to pull raw information 

from ERP systems, clean up and 

reconcile various accounts, organise data 

by legal entity, analyse account changes 

and flag significant account differences 

for follow-up review. The speed of 

income tax provision calculation was 

therefore increased, as was accuracy and 

efficiency in gathering and manipulating 

data. Manual effort was pruned back by 

10% to 25%, and the potential for human 

error was reduced, too. 

‘The new technology also provides 

clients with a more efficient way of 

passing data to accounting firms to 

prepare their tax returns,’ says Michelle 

Lee, PwC’s US tax robotics process 

automation leader.

Grant Thornton UK is currently 

reviewing how its entire tax practice 

operates, encompasses not only 

RPA, which is being implemented for 

corporate tax compliance starting in 

London, but also the use of artificial 

intelligence (AI), as well as improvements 

Automation is threatening a whole 
host of jobs with obsolescence, with 
accountants supposedly at the top of 
the endangered species list. If news 
headlines are to be believed, over 95% 
of accountants and taxation experts 
may be replaced by robots within the 
next two decades.

Alarmist headlines aside, it is 

inevitable that some functions will soon 

be done by machines. A 2017 report 

from McKinsey Institute says that 43% 

of data-collecting and processing work 

in the wider financial services sector can 

be fully automated. 

This is already happening in tax 

compliance, where robotic process 

automation (RPA) is increasingly being 

deployed through computer-coded 

software that mimics and replaces 

human actions performing repetitive, 

rule-based tasks across various 

applications and platforms. An RPA ‘bot’ 

operates just like a human would: it logs 

into a system, extracts information from 

various applications, manipulates and 

reconciles structured data, performs 

calculations, fills in forms, communicates 

with other systems and logs out.

Since bots drive existing applications 

with a low cost of integration, RPA has 

a high potential return on investment 

and a short payback period. ‘Because 

it’s relatively easy to implement, in 

many cases RPA is an intermediate 

step to prepare for further automation,’ 

says Wobke Hählen, robotics process 

automation tax lead within Deloitte 

the Netherlands.

EY US was among the early adopters 

when it began introducing RPA in its 

tax practice two years ago. ‘RPA has 

allowed us to take the robot out of the 

person, while also gaining the efficiency 

of more than a hundred bots working 

24/7, never tiring of the tedious steps 

and, once programmed for data entry, 

filing and the like, improving the quality 

of the outcome,’ says Sharda Cherwoo, 

EY Americas tax intelligent automation 

and robotics process automation leader. 

Cherwoo adds: ‘We are no longer 

working “on” machines; we are working 

“with” them and integrating them into 

our workflows to provide our clients 

with exceptional service. What we have 

embarked on is no different from what 

is happening in healthcare and robotics 

surgeries with enhanced outcomes 

for patients.’

Pioneering the technology
PwC US is also pioneering the 

technology for direct and indirect tax 

compliance. In its report Robotic Process 
Automation (RPA) – What Tax needs 
to know now, PwC demonstrates how 

RPA was used to streamline the income 

tax provision calculation and reporting 

‘We are no 
longer working 
“on” machines; 
we are working 

“with” them and 
integrating them 

into our workflows’
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More comprehensive range
Mark Schofield, PwC Global and UK tax 

reporting and strategy leader, says that 

the reduced risk of errors and faster 

turnaround that RPA brings should 

lead to higher quality, more efficient 

and more cost-effective compliance 

services. ‘Clients should also get a more 

comprehensive range of services as part 

of their compliance package because 

RPA frees up time for human staff to 

add more value and insightful advice,’ 

he adds. 

Hählen, however, points out that tax 

is currently still operated in a highly 

manual and non-standardised way. ‘We 

to data sourcing and analytics. Andrew 

Burman, tax partner at Grant Thornton 

UK, says: ‘The changes will not only 

standardise our client service approach 

and make us more efficient but should 

also reduce the number of client 

information requests as we aim to collect 

all the data we need, first time. It will also 

be easier to identify potential issues and 

points for discussion when client data is 

initially submitted. 

‘The effective use of technology will 

also make the sharing of best practice 

across the firm much easier, creating a 

more integrated tax team with a much 

broader business advisory offering.’ 

– and our clients – need to automate 

where possible. That way, our highly 

educated people will be able to focus 

on analysis, scenario planning and risk 

management, instead of spending a 

lot of time on recurring data-wrangling 

activities,’ she says.

Schofield explains that the key to 

getting the most from RPA and other 

software robotics is using a combination 

of human and machine working 

alongside each other. ‘Machines are 

good at automating particular tasks, not 

whole jobs, at least not currently. They’re 

good at locating knowledge, recognising 

patterns and continuous learning. They 
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How to make RPA work for you
Now that you know more about robotic process automation (RPA) for tax, what 

should you do next? The key considerations for practitioners wishing to implement 

RPA should be around quality control and change management, says Richard 

Mackender, Deloitte’s South-East Asia tax and technology lead. He explains that 

there needs to be rigorous quality control to make sure ‘the tools do what they are 

designed to do. There also needs to be a clear dialogue with staff to make sure 

they understand what the tool is there for, and what it can and cannot do. Most 

importantly, the staff will also need to be reassured that only the routine steps are 

being reduced by RPA but that their jobs are not being replaced.’

When choosing processes for automation, consider ‘the sorts of steps in a 

task which everyone finds boring and which, as a result, can lead to human error,’ 

Mackender says. ‘These processes are definitely first on the list.’ 

are less good at common sense, morality 

and emotional intelligence,’ he says.

Cherwoo agrees that it is essential 

for bots and humans to work 

together, adding that tax staff 

should become more consultative, 

innovative and entrepreneurial. ‘We 

are allowing the bots to do the “what”, 

while people focus on the “why”, she 

says. ‘Our workforce model has therefore 

been redesigned, enabling compliance 

professionals to upskill for more 

purposeful, strategic work. It’s an exciting 

time for change-adaptable professionals 

who look forward to learning new 

skills, such as Lean Six Sigma project 

management, data analytics and 

relationship-building skills, so they can 

fulfil higher-level service responsibilities.’

Relieve pressure
It is expected that increasing 

automation will change the role of 

the tax professional rather than make 

it obsolete. ‘I don’t currently foresee 

job losses in tax,’ Hählen says. ‘On the 

contrary, given the increasing demand 

from a compliance and regulatory point 

of view, RPA and other tax technology 

solutions are needed to relieve pressure 

on tax departments so that they can do 

more with less [time].’

While machines will do the heavy 

lifting on the number-crunching front, 

tasks requiring ‘judgment’ will still be the 

domain of human advisers, according 

to KPMG’s Tax Technology: now and 
the future report, co-authored by Grant 

Wardell-Johnson, leader of KPMG’s 

Australian Tax Centre. The report also 

notes the growing complexity of the 

role and the reputational risk involved as 

tax moves into the domain of corporate 

social responsibility. ‘Changing values 

on aggressive tax planning have moved 

the complexity of tax to another level, 

where the tax practitioner needs to 

take into account views of multiple 

stakeholders and, with increased 

globalisation, multiple jurisdictions,’ 

Wardell-Johnson says.

Nevertheless, machine learning or AI 

is expected to take on more complex 

tasks involving decision-making. ‘We 

already see such technology extract 

unstructured data from contracts and 

invoices, organise it, apply rules and 

draw some basic conclusions,’ Lee 

says. ‘As machines improve their deep 

and reinforcement learning, they may 

eventually be able to make more 

advanced decisions.’

This might actually lead to more 

jobs. ‘If history tells us anything, there 

were speculations of job losses when 

spreadsheets and computers were 

introduced into the tax compliance 

process, but instead we saw significant 

growth of jobs in tax departments,’ 

Lee continues. ‘It’s certain that how 

we perform the work and the skillsets 

will change, but this will create new 

opportunities.’ AB

Iwona Tokc-Wilde, journalist
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SAP boost for ASEAN
EY has acquired Brightree Solutions in 

Malaysia, a regional SAP consulting, 

technology services and outsourcing 

company with SAP Platinum Partner 

recognition. Brightree specialises in 

new implementations, optimisations, 

maintenance/support and advisory 

services to medium and large 

businesses in Malaysia and other 

ASEAN countries. Paul Clark, EY 

Asia-Pacific Advisory leader, said that 

the acquisition is in line with EY’s 

implementation and global SAP rollouts 

in ASEAN, ‘which is a key part of our 

global IT advisory strategy to have 

capability in major regions’. 

Future of work
Deloitte is pioneering a Future 

of Work Center of Excellence in 

Singapore, a first-of-its-kind platform 

to create solutions that anticipate 

market disruptions, address the skills 

mismatch challenge, and identify 

future job requirements. The US$20m 

centre, which is a collaboration with 

the government of Singapore, will 

help develop a suite of data analytics, 

automation tools,and workforce-

planning cloud models for businesses 

and governments to address clients’ 

current and expected workforce needs. 

41 
Executives who say their organisation’s 
global ethics cultures are strong. Less 
than a third are highly confident that 
their organisations’ employees will 
report unethical behaviour
Source: Deloitte

The view from
Raymond Wong Chin ACCA, ASEAN GL accountant, 
Mercer, Malaysia, on why the country is so attractive

headquarters because of 
its strategic location in the 
centre of South-East Asia. 
In terms of its economic 

scale, its competitive 

labour costs and well-

educated talent pool, good 

infrastructure, pro-business 

government policies, great political 

stability, unique cultural diversity and 

connectivity to international business 

partners are all very attractive. Malaysia 

indeed outperforms its ASEAN 

neighbours in these areas.

The current government has 
introduced a series of transformation 
programmes. These include 

mega-infrastructure projects, the 

introduction of fintech technology and 

a digital free trade zone, as well as a 

more foreign direct investment-friendly 

environment. All these bring positive 

changes to Malaysia’s political and 

business landscape.

One of my greatest achievements 
to date has been completing the 
ACCA Qualification while working full 
time and within my targeted five-
year timeframe. This was one of the 

toughest challenges in my life and I 

needed to effectively juggle both work 

and study. For this, I truly appreciate 

my past employers’ understanding 

and encouragement; without them, I 

wouldn’t have made it so far. 

If I wasn’t an accountant I think I’d 
probably be a cook. I really enjoy 

cooking at the weekends; it’s my 

favourite leisure activity. AB

I truly appreciate 
my past employers’ 
understanding and 

encouragement; 
without them, I 

wouldn’t have 
made it so far

I began my finance career 
in 2011 as an audit senior 
for SF Lee & Co. I can 

confidently say that I’ve 

truly enjoyed my career 

ever since. Core to 

auditing is understanding 

the nature of various 

businesses and dealing with different 

stakeholders, internally and within client 

organisations, which is very rewarding. It 

boosts my curiosity and desire to know 

more through performing analytical 

procedures in every audit assignment.   

   
My current role at Mercer is to oversee 
accounting operations in the ASEAN 
region. I review each company’s 

performance, the cashflow position and 

monthly booked-in transactions. We are 

committed to ensuring the accounts are 

correctly recorded on a timely basis. Big 

data analytics is pivotal to my work and 

requires solid accounting and finance 

know-how to perform this well.

Malaysia is an ideal place to set up 
a company or establish any regional 
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Keep a clean sheet
With many employees in Asia Pacific still believing that unethical practice can be 
justified, business leaders must step up their compliance education programmes

For business leaders in Asia Pacific, 
navigating the issues of ethics and 
compliance has become more difficult 
than ever as regulations become more 
sophisticated. And when competition 
is fierce and businesses are trying 
to survive, blurring the boundaries 
between being competitive and being 
unethical becomes tempting. 

According to the EY Asia Pacific Fraud 
Survey 2017, compliance programmes 

in the region are not effective in 

ensuring ethical employee behaviour. 

EY interviewed 1,698 employees of large 

companies in 14 Asia-Pacific territories 

and found that many believe that a 

range of unethical practices are justified 

to help a business succeed.  

may be in place but, under pressure to 

deliver results, some senior managers 

are turning a blind eye to unethical 

behaviour to achieve targets. 

Take it from the top
‘The top management is the key to 

implementing ethical standards,’ says 

Lawrence Chai, managing director of 

3E Accounting, which has operations 

in Singapore and Malaysia. In order for 

this to happen, the owners and founders 

must be committed and emphasise the 

importance and seriousness of these 

standards. Only the top management 

can do this.

‘At 3E, we consider the background 

of clients first, and talk about fees only 

‘There is a misunderstanding of 

what compliance is, especially among 

millennials – they are more likely to 

rationalise unethical practices,’ says 

Chris Fordham, managing partner of 

EY’s fraud investigation and dispute 

services unit in Asia Pacific. ‘I think it 

comes down to a lack of experience 

and a lack of education in this area. 

They may not be aware of the long-term 

ramifications of unethical practices, 

such as the possible fines, loss of 

the company’s reputation and loss 

of their own career. It is so important 

that business leaders make sure their 

employees are educated in compliance.’ 

One issue is a perceived lack of 

ethical leadership. Compliance policies 

Eth
ics
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ethics that cannot be ignored. Often 

it is in the grey area of ethical values 

that companies are at risk of tarnishing 

their reputation.

Cultural relevance
‘Asian businesses have tried to 

streamline compliance and ethics 

training by utilising online tools and 

standard presentations. However, unlike 

regulatory compliance, which can be a 

tick-box exercise, ethics and business 

integrity training requires cultural 

relevance and practical solutions for 

employee buy in,’ says Mini vandePol, 

global head of Baker McKenzie’s 

corporate compliance and investigations 

practice, who is based in Hong Kong.

‘In our experience, this can only 

be achieved through face-to-

face interaction – often difficult to 

arrange with limited internal legal 

as the last thing,’ Chai continues. ‘If 

you talk about fees first then it won’t be 

ethical. Money is always the problem, 

so whether the partners and top 

management are willing to put value 

first before money is the key.’

Recently, the China Banking 

Regulatory Commission fined a number 

of financial institutions in mainland 

China due to their failure to meet 

compliance requirements. In April, 17 

banks were penalised tens of millions 

of yuan for violations of ‘evading 

supervision’ and ‘illegal operation’.

Chinese banks are now responding 

with more compliance training, and 

have reportedly been strengthening 

their risk management and compliance 

programmes. A survey by compliance 

service provider LexisNexis Risk 

Solutions showed that around half of 

state-owned commercial banks expect 

to increase their compliance budgets by 

20% or more this year.  

In particular, Bank of China says it has 

now employed big data analytics to 

convert the risk features of violations into 

a control model that will spot suspicious 

activities in bank accounts and 

transactions. In addition, the bank has 

launched a three-year plan to provide 

anti-money laundering (AML) training 

for management and staff, aiming to 

produce 200 certified AML specialists.  

Another Big Four bank, China 

Construction Bank, has reportedly 

agreed to revamp its transaction 

oversight and controls in a deal with the 

US Federal Reserve. ICBC also reported 

that it had improved its AML systems 

and supervision of overseas institutions, 

curbing compliance-related risk.

But there is a subtle difference 

between regulatory compliance and 
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How to build a culture of compliance
According to EY, when it comes to reporting unethical acts, employees are reluctant 

to use internal whistleblower systems. Many respondents to the EY Asia Pacific 
Fraud Survey 2017 said they would prefer to report misconduct through external 

law enforcement hotlines or social media platforms, as they do not trust their 

organisations to keep their identity anonymous or follow up with corrective actions. 

‘More companies in Asia Pacific now have whistleblower systems, but employees 

tend not to use them because they fear for their careers,’ says Chris Fordham, 

managing partner of EY’s fraud investigation and dispute services unit in Asia Pacific.

Key to building a culture of compliance is therefore to start with the basics. 

‘Employees want policies to be easy to understand, consistent and practical,’ 

Fordham says. ‘They want to see how the policies can be applied to reality. If they 

don’t understand the policies, they can’t apply them.’

He says that company policies are often too long and written with no practical case 

studies or clear objective. ‘Some policies that can be covered in one page are taking 

up dozens of pages,’ he says, adding that policies relating to areas such as cyber risk 

are often missing. 

In rapidly developing countries such as China and Malaysia, laws and regulations 

are constantly being updated to tackle new risks and emerging issues, says Lawrence 

Chai, managing director of 3E Accounting. ‘In Singapore, the Companies Act was 

changed to be more transparent to the public,’ he adds. ‘Now we have to check the 

beneficial owner of our clients and keep track of that.’ 

Fordham notes that growing globalisation is also a factor. ‘Now that companies 

are increasingly working across borders in multiple jurisdictions, they will need to 

embrace these changes,’ he says. 

More information

Download the EY Asia Pacific Fraud 
Survey 2017 at bit.ly/ey-apfraud

‘Millennials 
question things 

more, so the overall 
expectation on 

ethical standards 
is getting higher. 

Some things cannot 
be compromised’

or compliance resources and cost 

pressures,’ she says.

Chai echoes vandePol’s view. ‘You can 

give your staff training every year but it 

is the day-to-day work that is the most 

important, such as the management 

giving the right opinion. Ethical 

values should be embedded in all 

communication. You have to remind the 

staff from time to time and tell them to 

reject unethical clients, too,’ says Chai.

According to vandePol, Baker 

McKenzie recommends that companies 

invest their training time and money 

by focusing on their highest risk 

jurisdictions and their highest ‘at-risk’ 

employees and third parties.

‘We have had success in conducting 

discussions with employees and third 

parties to understand their business 

success, what pressures and demands 

they face in their roles – particularly in 

relation to government interaction and 

then brainstorming practical solutions 

which can be implemented,’ vandePol 

says. ‘This is both conducting a risk-

assessment exercise as well as practical 

training and so is both credible to 

regulators and cost effective; we design 

this programme to be highly relevant to 

the local business model and interactive 

using smaller groups and practical 

exercises or role plays. ‘This model is 

particularly successful when engaging 

right thing by making sure that 

compliance policies are clear, 

localised and explained in real 

examples. To reinforce ethical 

behaviour, EY also emphasises the 

importance of incentivising ethical 

conduct, protecting and rewarding 

whistleblowers, taking transparent and 

consistent action against misconduct, 

and making use of new technology to 

detect unethical practices.

Companies can also include ethics as a 

metric of performance rather than basing 

their measurement of performance only 

on revenues, says Fordham. AB

Carmen Ho, journalist

with a younger workforce as it helps 

them to align to the global business 

values and feel involved, empowered 

and valued.’

The good news is that the 

younger generation wants to 

comply with regulations – so much 

so that they are prepared to accept 

lower salaries and work with ethical 

companies, and are also prepared to 

leave unethical employers.

‘In interviews, many candidates say 

that they left their previous companies 

because those employers told them 

to do something that they don’t agree 

with,’ Chai says. ‘Millennials question 

things more, so the overall expectation 

on ethical standards is getting higher. 

Some things cannot be compromised.’ 

Companies can leverage on 

this general desire to do the 

Eth
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In the driving seatIn the driving seat
The key to the success of the Belt and Road initiative will be a strong and effective 
accountancy infrastructure, delegates at a Shanghai conference discovered

W ithin the accounting community, there has been 
a lot of discussion over the past three years on 
how best to build an accounting infrastructure 

for the ambitious Belt and Road initiative. 
Establishing a seamless global 

accounting infrastructure for the 

initiative, which aims to improve the 

infrastructure for trade throughout 

more than 60 countries, is important 

because of the need for international 

convergence of accounting 

standards to facilitate projects 

related to the Belt and Road. 

A day-long event in July at the 

Shanghai National Accounting 

Institute’s (SNAI) International 

Conference Centre – hosted by the 

SNAI, the Accounting Society of 

China, ACCA and Deloitte China – 

sought to explore how the ‘Accounting Infrastructure Promotes 

Belt and Road Initiative’. Zhao Mingji, assistant minister of the 

Ministry of Finance, noted that accounting is one of the essential 

infrastructures for international economic development. 

‘With the use of over 50 offi cial 

languages and dozens of local 

accounting standards, we are facing 

huge differences in the accounting 

system along Belt and Road 

countries; it is a major issue we must 

deal with. We need to consider 

how to take effective measures to 

promote close intergovernmental 

cooperation on the harmonisation 

of the accounting system in order 

to facilitate trade and fi nancial 

integration,’ said Zhao.

Li Kouqing, president of the 

SNAI and director-general of the 

‘With over 50 
official languages 

and dozens of 
local standards, 

we are facing huge 
differences in the 

accounting system 
along Belt and 

Road countries’
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From top: Helen Brand made the opening speech at 
the event; Li Kouqing talked about the importance of 
coordination

needed from countries along the Belt and Road routes to 

implement effective practices and regulations.

Strengthen communication
‘We need to build a multichannel comprehensive 

communication platform to promote mutual understanding 

and consensus,’ said Patrick Tsang FCCA, CEO of Deloitte 

China. ‘We should strengthen communication among 

academics, accounting professionals and regulators in 

countries along the Belt and Road.’

Tsang emphasised the need for both business participation 

and public promotion of a culture of mutual respect. Helen 

Brand, ACCA’s chief executive, agreed.

‘Such an ambitious plan will only succeed if the economies 

along the Belt and Road cooperate,’ she said. ‘Our ethos in 

accountancy has always been to facilitate links that promote 

sustainable growth.’ 

One of the keys to fostering this ethos is training. ‘To 

support the Belt and Road Initiative, we have to strengthen the 

Asia-pacifi c Finance and Development Institute, said that 

‘accounting is a common business language’.

‘Capital fi nancing is crucial in the Belt and Road initiative. 

In promoting the common prosperity of all countries, it is 

necessary to strengthen the coordination of accounting, taxation 

and fi nance policies among the relevant agencies,’ he said. 

During the second BRICS Finance Ministers and Central 

Bank Governors Meeting, held in Shanghai in June, the BRICS 

countries (Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa) agreed 

to cooperate on the convergence of accounting standards and 

audit supervision, according to Wang Peng, deputy director 

general at the accounting department of the Ministry of Finance 

and secretary general of the Accounting Society of China.

‘Therefore, we have achieved initial results in the 

convergence of our BRICS accounting standards,’ said Wang. 

‘The Accounting Society of China will focus on the study of 

those standard and their implementation.’ 

China has worked hard to promote international 

convergence of accounting systems, but more effort is still 
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profits to low tax jurisdictions, thereby reducing tax burdens. 

The BEPS project is a global initiative that can ease crossborder 

taxation issues and fill gaps in international tax laws. 

In 2014, Chinese President Xi Jinping pledged support 

for the inclusive framework and global tax reform. China’s 

commitment to the OECD’s BEPS project can be seen in the 

country’s implementation of the tax reform, which has changed 

the tax collection and administration system of tax bureaus on 

both local and state levels. 

The State Administration of Taxation has played a major role 

in implementing BEPS-related regulation as well as revising 

tax laws and treaties, including those related to transfer 

pricing, anti-avoidance rules, and financial and tax exchange 

of information, according to the BEPS guidelines. China’s 

regulatory environment and the behaviour of tax authorities 

are thus changing accordingly.

Yet, there are still some gaps to be addressed. Zhu Qing, 

professor at Remin University of China, highlighted the need 

for a new tax structure for overseas investment. 

‘For example, China does not have a tax treaty with Rwanda 

so if you invest there you’ll have a high tax burden,’ said Zhu. 

Indeed, tax is a complex area in discussions around the Belt 

and Road Initiative. The larger the company and the more 

jurisdictions it operates in, the more complex its taxation 

process. Case in point is Unilever, which has established global 

taxation teams due to its scale .

‘To establish a strong tax 

governance across our global 

operations, we have dedicated 

taxation teams at both global 

and country level. They not only 

conduct tax filings but also manage 

compliance and risks. Our tax 

expertise teams provide inputs to 

mergers and acquisitions, global 

reporting and transfer pricing 

arrangements,’ said Wu. 

‘Following accounting standards 

and tax regulations is a principle we 

must adhere to,’ she added. ‘We 

need to have full compliance but we 

also want to avoid double taxation.’ 

With increased internationalisation, China will continue to 

have a crucial role to play in the global economy, said Anna 

Saarela, an administrator at the policy department of the 

European Parliament. 

‘China remains, impressively, a major driver of global 

economic growth,’ she said. ‘China’s Belt and Road 

Initiative is a kind of regional integration project, which will 

‘Interconnectivity 
is very important 

– not only of 
roads but also in 

communication and 
people-to-people 

exchanges’

internationalisation of accounting talents,’ Zhao said. He also 

highlighted the importance of the event, calling it an excellent 

platform for jointly exploring accounting practices to promote 

Belt and Road.

 

Leveraging similarities
The more mature an economy is, the more mature the 

accounting system would be, because it is essential to enable 

growth and connectivity between economies. 

According to Fu Junyuan, executive director of China 

Communications Construction Company, most Belt and Road 

countries are very different from China in terms of accounting 

standards, particularly countries in Africa, because they are not 

as market oriented. On the other hand, Chinese accounting 

systems are becoming more internationalised. This adds up to 

a discrepancy in how fast companies across the region adopt 

international systems. 

Katherine Wu, FCCA, finance vice president of Unilever 

North Asia, said that collaborating to develop a more efficient 

accounting infrastructure is part of being committed to long-

term sustainable growth. 

‘When we enter different markets, the government and 

consumers are not only concerned with growth, product 

development and employment, they also want to see the 

social benefits that the companies can bring to the local 

communities and environment,’ she said.

‘The framework of the base erosion 

and profit shifting (BEPS) project 

requires multinational companies 

to have a strong understanding of 

its value chain, and then ensure that 

profits should be taxed on the place 

where economic activity occurs and 

value is created.’

Adhering to international tax 

standards is important, she added. 

Although in the short term this may 

add operation complexity, in the 

long term it is beneficial and lead 

to business efficiency and good 

corporate governance.

Over the past few years, China’s 

taxation authority has stepped up auditing. The reform has led 

to more pressure for companies, but it is a sign that China is 

increasingly cracking down on inappropriate activities. 

An important example is the BEPS project, which involves 

the G20 countries. Launched by the Organisation for Economic 

Co-operation and Development (OECD), BEPS refers to tax-

planning strategies that exploit discrepancies in tax laws to shift 
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From top: Anna Saarela and Mustafa Hyder Sayed 
contributed to the debate

described by Mustafa Hyder Sayed, executive director of the 

Pakistan-China Institute.

The CPEC is worth US$46bn, comprising US$35bn in energy 

investments and US$11bn in infrastructure loans. It aims to 

connect 64 countries, enabling access to Europe, Africa and 

the Middle East. Neighbouring countries will also benefi t.

‘The China-Pakistan Economic Corridor, which is one of six 

corridors of the Belt and Road Initiative, is a fl agship project 

thus far,’ said Sayed. ‘The cooperation between the Pakistan 

and Chinese governments is exemplary.’

Initiated three years ago, the CPEC already has tangible 

results in infrastructure, railways, ports and energy projects. 

This is refl ected in Pakistan’s economic growth; the World Bank 

predicts that GDP will grow 5.2% this year, a signifi cant jump 

from the 3.2% growth in 2013, spurring even more foreign 

investment to pour into Pakistan.

Because of the enormity of this project, Sayed believes that 

all stakeholders, including accountants and professionals, 

should make the effort to understand the CPEC and other 

Belt and Road projects. ‘The state-owned enterprises, private 

companies and other professional organisations like ACCA 

and Deloitte have worked in harmony in order to maximise the 

benefi ts and dividends of the Belt and Road projects,’ he said. 

‘I think that the coordination mechanism is very important 

so that the left side knows what the right side is doing, and 

the right side knows what the left side is doing. And I think 

that companies like China Communications Construction 

Company can also share the details of the projects that they 

have matured in Pakistan and other Belt and Road countries 

to show what the time frames are, how they are executed and 

which accounting companies and auditing fi rms are used.’

He added that business goes hand in hand with people-

to-people contact. Culture and business are two sides of the 

same coin, and therefore in order to build a strong accounting 

infrastructure and other international systems, the culture, 

language, traditions and business norms of all countries 

involved must be taken into account.

Wang Xingshan, CEO of Inspur International, believes that 

in addition to cultural integration, novel technology such as 

cloud computing and big data will be a primary foundation 

of the accounting infrastructure. ‘Apart from governments, 

businesses also use the cloud. Leading construction 

companies involved with Belt and Road infrastructure are 

already using cloud technology,’ he said. AB

Carmen Ho, journalist

take time. In order for this initiative to succeed, it needs 

to be mutually benefi cial for all parties, including third 

countries; it requires an equal engagement from everybody, 

and last but not least it requires everyone to jointly agree 

with the rules of the game.’

The power of interconnectivity
Saarela emphasised that regional integration is an unavoidable 

phase in the move towards economic globalisation. She also 

encouraged active engagement in global governance, as 

trade and investment are interlinked and inseparable from 

other regional and global challenges such as climate change, 

common security threats, multilateralism, peacekeeping and 

peace building. ‘Interconnectivity is very important – not only 

of roads but also in communication and people-to-people 

exchanges,’ she added. 

The power of such interconnectivity and cooperation can be 

seen from the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), as 
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You’re fi red
More CEOs are being forced out of offi ce due to ethical lapses, according to a 
recent survey by Strategy&. A far higher level of accountability is being demanded

Fall from grace
Firings for ethical lapses have been rising as a percentage 
of all CEO successions, according to a report by consultancy 
Strategy&. Its 2016 CEO Success study fi nds chief executives are 
being held to far higher levels of accountability than in the past. 

Power of more than one
The share of incoming CEOs who also serve as chair of the board 
at the world’s 2,500 biggest companies is declining: 

Forced out
Although there is room for improvement, boards are getting better at planning smooth successions and bolstering corporate 
governance. Over the last 10 years, the number of forced turnovers among the largest companies has dropped signifi cantly. 

Big isn’t best
CEOs at large companies are more likely to be 
ousted for ethical lapses than previously.

■ Largest quartile   ■ Third quartile
■ Second quartile   ■ Smallest quartile

■ Planned   ■ Forced (other)   ■ Forced (ethical)
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Finding the right path
Should you pay a ransom to restore hacked data? It’s one of the new set of ethical 
dilemmas thrown up by the digital age that accountants face – and must resolve
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‘Technology may 
have an impact 

on the details, but 
it doesn’t change 

the importance of 
being ethical’
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The digital age brings new challenges such as the Petya 
global ransomware virus that struck earlier in 2017

The hack challenge
The ACCA Ethics and trust in a digital age report imagines 

several examples of ethical dilemmas in a digitised workplace. 

One scenario is a ransomware attack, where an organisation 

fi nds that all its data has been deleted, and the hackers are 

demanding a payment of 0.5 bitcoins to return it; the data has 

not been backed up internally. 

There is a challenge here to an accountant’s ethical principle 

of objectivity, as the threat that the data will be misused 

or destroyed might override their professional judgment; 

the right thing to do may be not to pay the ransom. And 

whether or not the customer data is covered by contractual 

confi dentiality clauses, exposing it to unauthorised parties 

may breach the accountant’s fundamental ethical duty 

of confi dentiality. For an internal auditor, the case raises 

issues of professional competence and care (are they aware 

of developments in cyber attacks that could lead to the 

organisation’s data being compromised?) and integrity 

(if patches were available to secure the system but were not 

installed, why were they ignored?).

Technology is changing our world, and the way 
in which we interact with each other, beyond all 
recognition. A fundamental transformation of the 

workplace is under way, as automation and digitisation 
replace jobs, processes and tasks. This, as ACCA’s report 
Professional accountants – the future points out, is driving 
signifi cant change in the skills that accountants need if they 
are to continue to be effective in the workplace. 

That research identifi es ethics as one of the key skills needed 

by professional accountants for continued success – in fact, 

it predicts that ethics will become even more important 

in the years ahead. But has our understanding of ethics 

changed in a digitised world? Will the fi ve fundamental ethical 

principles set out by the International Ethics Standards Board 

for Accountants (IESBA) – integrity, objectivity, professional 

competence and due care, confi dentiality, and professional 

behaviour – remain relevant as we enter the machine age?

This is the question that a new ACCA report, Ethics and trust 
in a digital age, addresses in detail. It revisits what it means 

for the professional accountant to be ethical in a technology-

led world. Using the results of a survey of more than 10,000 

accountants and students across 158 countries, as well as 

roundtable discussions with senior practitioners, the report 

builds a clear picture of how ethics is valued and applied by 

professional accountants every day, as well as the challenges 

they face in practice.

The report fi nds that despite technology introducing new 

ways of working, the majority of accountants around the world 

still see ethics as a very important attribute. Some 90% of 

those questioned agreed that ethical behaviour helps to build 

trust in the digital age, while 95% of senior executives said 

that an accountant’s ethical behaviour helps the organisation 

to build trust with internal and external stakeholders. ‘In other 

words,’ says the report, ‘technology may have an impact on 

the details one needs to understand in order to be ethical, but 

it doesn’t change the importance of being ethical.’

Ethical dilemmas
The researchers asked respondents about their experience of 

dealing with ethical challenges at work. One in fi ve (19%) said 

they had personally felt pressure to compromise their ethical 

principles in the previous 12 months. Nearly a quarter (24%) 

said they had seen behaviour within their own organisation 

that compromised their ethics policy and standards, while 19% 

had seen instances of compromise within a client company 

(see graphic, page 39). Among the C-suite executives 

questioned, 43% said they believe from their experience that 

accountants act ethically at all times, but 47% said they had 

seen accountants acting unethically from time to time.

Of those accountants who had felt under pressure to 

compromise their ethical principles, half said the fundamental 

principle compromised was integrity; 44% said professional 

behaviour; 42% said the principle of objectivity was at risk. 

Dealing with stakeholders in government or the regulator 

was cited most frequently as the source of ethical pressure by 

respondents in both business and practice. What is of concern, 

though, is that 41% did not report the incident. 

The report says that the reluctance of a substantial 

minority of accountants to report incidents ‘may suggest 

the need to explore whether there is suffi cient support and 

Eth
ics

37October 2017 Accounting and Business

C
PD

GL_I_Ethics_PI_reportE_CPD.indd   37 07/09/2017   15:30



Fred Goodwin, former CEO of Royal Bank of Scotland, 
left the bank with an enhanced pension despite being at 
the helm at the time of the bank’s crash in 2008

Protesters in Berlin demonstrate against Germany’s diesel 
car industry (and its close ties with government), which is 
under investigation by antitrust authorities over emissions

The IESBA fundamental 

principle most often seen as 

being at risk of compromise 

in the digital age is 

professional competence 

and due care. This may be, 

says the report, a refl ection 

of the extent to which ethical 

situations in a digital age can 

present new information that 

has not been seen before. 

When asked if accountants 

need to be better prepared 

to deal with ethics in a digital 

workplace, 53% of C-suite 

executives surveyed said 

some improvement to their 

skills will be needed (see 

graphic opposite). They 

argued that while accountants have a generic understanding 

of issues such as cyber risk, they may not have considered 

how the organisation’s digital operations will evolve and the 

ethical issues this may pose in the future. A new Ethics and 

Professional Skills module for the ACCA Qualifi cation replaces 

the existing module in October this year (see the ACCA section 

in this edition). It has been designed to develop essential 

Et
h

ic
s

encouragement to ensure that professional accountants feel 

able to report inappropriate ethical behaviour’. But it adds 

that the context of each individual organisation is important: 

‘“Speak-up” behaviours may fl ow more naturally when the 

culture is more aware and supportive of ethical conduct; 

in other words, forcing a policy may not always be the 

most effective method.’ Fewer than half of the accountants 

questioned in the study said 

they would be in favour of a 

formal speak-up policy.

Impact of digital
To explore how digitisation 

changes ethical dilemmas and 

decisions that accountants 

come across in their working 

lives, the report considers 

modern ethical situations 

across six digital themes: 

* cybersecurity

* platform-based business 

models

* big data and analytics

* crypto currencies and 

distributed ledgers

* automation, artificial 

intelligence (AI) and 

machine learning

* procurement of 

technology solutions. 
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Ethically challenged
Respondents who observed behaviour in the past 12 months 

that compromised ethics at their own organisation or at a client

More information

For ACCA’s Ethics and trust in a digital age report and 
further reading, go to bit.ly/ACCA-ethics

Read about ACCA’s new Ethics and Professional Skills 
module at bit.ly/ACCA-EPSmodule 

Read ACCA’s research insights into the future of the 
profession at future.accaglobal.com

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

Ready for digital?
C-suite executives’ views on whether professional accountants 

in their organisation are ready for the digital age

Own organisation Client

ethical judgment and behaviour by exposing students to 

realistic business situations. 

Ethics begins with the individual
So what are the responsibilities of accountants in encouraging 

and upholding ethical behaviour at work? It seems that 

the vast majority of accountants (more than three-quarters) 

believe that upholding their own professional code is the 

priority – the approach that ‘ethics begins with me’. Two-thirds 

of respondents said that embedding ethical standards in 

day-to-day procedures was the best way to contribute to the 

organisation’s ability to uphold ethics.

Only about half of respondents, though, said that 

embedding ethics into the strategy of a business or the 

business plan was the best way to contribute. This, says the 

report, ‘may suggest a need to combine a procedural or 

tactical understanding with a wider view – something that 

may become particularly important when looking ahead to 

new or previously unseen situations in a digital context’. It is 

particularly important to understand the underlying strategy 

and purpose when it comes to new procedures that do not 

have years of testing and understanding behind them, it 

adds, such as when platform-based operations are adopted. 

Taking a strategic view, argues the report, can help to reduce 

unintended consequences. 

Strong leadership was cited as the top area where support 

is needed to promote ethics in organisations. This is essential, 

as ethics depends on the tone at the top. It is also important 

because, as automation of the workplace progresses, good 

ethical judgment will become even more important for senior 

decision-makers to ensure that ‘innovation is supported in a 

way that does not compromise the right way of doing things’. 

Eth
ics

Overall, the message of the report is that while accountants 

have the basic tools and skills to make the sound ethical 

decisions that are so valued by employers and business, 

the digital age will throw up new challenges. ‘Ultimately,’ 

the report concludes, ‘ethics is about human behaviour – 

technology merely changes the context within which an ethical 

decision must be made.’ Even so, professional accountants 

will need to develop a rounded skillset that complements their 

technical capability – and the ethical quotient lies at its heart.

IESBA’s fi ve principles will still provide the foundation 

for behaving ethically and instilling trust in a digital age. 

Professional accountants will need to learn new information 

relatively quickly and apply their judgment to this information, 

often in situations they may not have experienced before. 

It will be important to have an open mind – recognising the 

value of what has been learnt so far, but also understanding 

that this knowledge must be placed in the context of new 

situations as they evolve. AB

Liz Fisher, journalist
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Lifting the carbon cloud
More systematic corporate disclosures about climate-related risks are needed to 
improve investment capital allocation and speed up the shift to a low-carbon economy

Had Exxon Mobil reported its reserves differently in 
2016, investors might have taken a different view 
of its future trajectory. The company had stated 

that its Kearl oil sands were reserves, but was subsequently 
ordered to debook them by the US Securities and Exchange 
Commission (SEC), the country’s financial regulator. A 
major shift in the company’s disclosures ensued in March 
2017, with proved reserves cut by 3.3 billion oil-equivalent 
barrels. ‘Under the SEC definition of proved reserves, certain 
quantities of oil, such as those associated with the Kearl 
oil sands operations in Canada, will not qualify as proved 
reserves at year-end 2016,’ Exxon admitted in October 2016.

According to Tarek Soliman, senior analyst at CDP, a not-

for-profit charity that campaigns for global carbon disclosure, 

the systematic consideration of climate-related risk would 

have resulted in a different figure. It would transform investor 

perceptions if replicated across the whole oil and gas 

sector. ‘If the company were to integrate climate risk into its 

assessments, it would highlight that these assets show a high 

propensity to become impaired,’ he says. ‘They would have 

been downgraded to a resource rather than a reserve, and this 

problem would have been foreseen.’

A redirection of energy pathway, not just for Exxon but 

all its competitors, might follow if they acted this way, as 

recommended by the Task Force on Climate-Related Financial 

Disclosures (TCFD), set up by the Financial Stability Board (FSB). 

TCFD’s final report was presented to the G20 group of major 

economies in July by Bank of England governor Mark Carney.

Classifying assets, liabilities and acquisitions under the lens 

of climate-related risk would, according to TCFD, lead to 
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Tar sands oil production has attracted heavy criticism 
from campaigners because of its high carbon emissions 
as well as its potential for polluting local water sources

more appropriate pricing of risks and allocation of capital in 

the context of climate change. This would work as a voluntary 

initiative, helping speed the transition to a low-carbon 

economy, and shift the corporate 

perspective beyond immediate 

concerns. In Exxon’s case, it might 

identify a potential stranded asset. 

TCFD divides climate risk into two 

categories: transitional and physical. 

Policy, legal, technology and market 

changes are all classifi ed as transition 

risks. Examples include policy actions 

that promote adaptation to climate 

change, such as governments’ 

carbon pricing mechanisms. 

Technology transition risk includes, 

for example, the development 

of batteries that could affect the 

competitiveness of industries such 

as the automotive sector. Market risk is another transition risk, 

in which supply and demand for certain commodities change 

once suppliers start taking climate change into account. 

The second major type of risk is physical risk due to 

changing weather patterns. These may have fi nancial 

implications for organisations, such as direct damage to assets 

and the indirect effect of supply 

chain disruption. Organisations’ 

fi nancial performance may also 

be affected by changes in water 

availability and quality, and food 

security, while extreme temperature 

changes can affect premises, 

operations, supply chain, transport 

needs and employee safety. 

However, TCFD also identifi es 

market opportunities, such as 

resource effi ciency and cost savings, 

new products, diversifi cation and 

better resilience. Examples include 

shifting consumer preferences, low-

emission goods and services and 

reduced water usage and consumption in agribusinesses.

But as Soliman observes, most industries are not reporting 

in depth on these values-based assumptions. Oil and gas 

Most of the economic costs associated with climate 
change will result from shifts in the frequency of extreme 
weather events, such as Hurricane Harvey in Texas

‘If climate risk were 
integrated into 

risk assessments, 
it would highlight 

that oil sands 
assets show a 

high propensity to 
become impaired’
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Norwegian oil company Statoil quantifi ed the predicted 
consequences for its balance sheet of a 2˚C rise in 
temperature – a possible 6% rise in its net present value

‘Implementing TCFD 
recommendations 

would change what 
the directors are 
telling us in the 

strategic report but 
not the balance 

sheet and profit and 
loss account’

companies are understandably among the least likely to 

want to report through a channel that undermines their very 

existence. But improvements have been made over the past 

decade as they have responded to demands for data on 

historic greenhouse gas emissions. These disclosures have 

usually appeared in corporate responsibility statements. 

The pressure, as expressed by TCFD, is now to disclose 

consistently for the fi rst time in fi nancial fi lings, and to look 

much further into the future. 

TCFD’s recommendations require more in-depth information  

rather than any innovative accounting. ‘It would change what 

the directors are telling us in the strategic report but wouldn’t 

change [the structure of] the balance sheet and profi t and 

loss account,’ explains Russell Picot, special adviser to TCFD 

and former chief accounting offi cer at HSBC. In the case of 

hydrocarbons, categories such as reserves and resources in 

strategic reports would be the numbers most likely to alter. 

Mixed picture
Leaders have already emerged in this space, and the picture 

is mixed. CDP fi nds Norwegian company Statoil the best 

performer on carbon disclosure for the longer-term horizon in 

its 2016 study of the sector, In the Pipeline. Canadian company 

Suncor is listed as the worst of 11 major global oil and gas 

companies, and Exxon last but one. 

‘Statoil is the only company that 

quantifi es what a world with a two-

degree Celsius temperature increase 

would do to its worth,’ says Soliman. 

Indeed, in its 2016 annual report, 

Statoil states that the International 

Energy Agency’s ‘450ppm scenario’, 

compatible with that temperature 

rise, ‘could have a positive impact 

of approximately 6% on Statoil’s 

net present value [NPV] compared 

to Statoil’s internal planning 

assumptions as of December 2016’.

While most companies employ 

conventional economic metrics 

to justify decisions in fi nancial fi lings, CDP fi nds they also 

increasingly publish carbon pricing. This can be seen as 

another way to express or at least accept the risk of regulation 

on carbon emissions, and to test the company’s resilience 

in that light. Eight out of the 11 companies use an internal 

carbon price, which ranges from US$22 to US$57 a tonne, 

while three (Chevron, Occidental and Petrobras) are silent on 

the matter. As Soliman suggests, internal carbon pricing may 

have affected Royal Dutch Shell’s announcement that it had 

ceased exploring the Burger prospect in Alaska. However, this 

is not explicit. Clarifying its decision, the company in 2015 said 

it was due to ‘high costs associated with the project, and the 

challenging and unpredictable federal regulatory environment 

in offshore Alaska’.

Hence, some companies apply a carbon price to projects 

under assessment, but there is no evidence they screen 

out projects on this basis. ‘I have not seen a case where the 

company has said: the project makes sense, but we are going 

to veto it because the carbon price is too high,’ says Soliman.

The TCFD report comes at a time of transition. Some of 

the major players in oil and gas are talking about climate 

risk, others are not. Some are acting accordingly, others are 

paying lip service. An obvious example of directional shift is 

Italian company Eni, which is increasing the share of gas in 

its portfolio. In its 2015 annual report, it states: ‘Companies 

operating in energy business have to face challenges…such as 

climate change and a gradual decarbonisation process. In this 

context, natural gas represents an opportunity for a strategic 

repositioning, thanks to gas low-carbon intensity.’

But the task force wants more. 

If the corporate community 

systematically adopted its 

recommendations, balance sheet, 

income statements and strategic 

reports would most likely need 

modifi cations, as Picot points out: 

‘Including climate risk would sharpen 

disclosures on the impairment of 

cashfl ows arising from assets.’ 

Investors would be able to access 

a scenario analysis for each major 

sector. This would relate to a 2°C 

temperature rise scenario as well as, 

for instance, a scenario based on 

nationally determined contributions 

or a business-as-usual (greater than 2°C) temperature increase. 

But the actual frameworks have yet to be shaped. ‘We need 

to see a period of experimentation. Three or four years down 

the road we could potentially be assessing what is useful in 

the voluntary disclosures, and see it codifi ed by institutions 

through, for example, stock exchange guidelines,’ says Picot.

However, he suggests that the most signifi cant progression 

will be found in strategic discussions in fi nancial statements. 

‘This is not going to result in a huge data drop by companies 
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but rather a thoughtful narrative description from board 

directors. It will hopefully be used as an engagement tool 

as well as a divestment tool,’ he says. A move towards less 

carbon-intensive business models could result. However, Picot 

declares: ‘We’re not saying they should alter their business 

model, but that the information needs to get out there so that 

the market can decide.’

Disclosures on climate-related risk have been improving, 

but, as the Statoil case demonstrates, the view of risk is always 

subjective. ‘The company had the previous year assessed a 

5% loss in NPV, so the 6% improvement estimated in 2016 was 

an interesting flip,’ Soliman points out. Arguably, the risks to 

financial performance are considerable if a company moves 

away from its traditional business model or abandons its store 

of expertise. Shell’s announcement that it is to move into the 

electricity market is an example of such a risk, and has been 

attributed to its acceptance of the move towards a low-

carbon economy. This could mean that power demand in the 

transport, industry and services sector will rise as oil and coal 

are displaced. 

In the very different international political environment since 

last year, opinion on climate risk might change. Clearly, there 

is more to this movement than a shift in reporting standards. 

It is about using investor activism and peer group pressure to 

nudge big carbon emitters away from fossil fuels. However, 

given the new US administration and the US withdrawal from 

the Paris Accord, the full-scale international adoption of TCFD 

suggestions may well be delayed. AB

Elisabeth Jeffries, journalist

More information

Get CPD units by answering questions on this article at 
accaglobal.com/abcpd
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Putting it in perspective

Watch Dr Rob Yeung’s video on how 
to be persuasive at bit.ly/Y-persuasion

The art of persuasion
If you want something done in the workplace, you need to explain why it needs doing. 
Our talent doctor Rob Yeung explains why it’s important to ask in the right way

many employees, and even fairly 

senior managers, often do not properly 

comprehend the overarching goals of 

the team or wider organisation. It’s easy 

to forget that other people do not have 

access to all of the information that we 

have – they are not telepathic.

However, simply explaining the 

thinking behind what we want people 

to do is not always enough. In particular, 

when asking colleagues to engage in 

or support major projects or changes 

that are not entirely to their liking, the 

ethical approach must surely be to take 

additional time to seek their thoughts 

and feelings on what we are proposing.

This requires more effort on our 

part than simply giving people time to 

express their concerns and objections. 

Even if we can only change minimally 

the details of a proposal or initiative, 

we at least have a moral obligation to 

demonstrate that we have heard what 

they are saying.

Researchers such as MIT investigators 

Emile Bruneau and Rebecca Saxe call this 

process ‘perspective-giving’ – allowing 

people to express their opinions but also 

ensuring that they feel they have been 

properly heard. In practice, this means 

taking extra time to paraphrase what our 

colleagues have said using phrases such 

as ‘I hear you are concerned that…’ and 

‘I understand that you feel…’

Consider also that people – 

colleagues, clients or even financially 

savvy investors or shareholders – are 

rarely completely rational. A perfectly 

Getting things done in the workplace 
often involves persuading people to 
do what we would like them to do. 
The reality, however, is that even quite 
intelligent individuals often fail to do so 
effectively.

In a classic psychology experiment, 

Harvard University’s Ellen Langer and 

her colleagues hired two research 

assistants to wait near a photocopier in 

a library. When a member of the public 

approached the photocopier, one of the 

assistants rushed forward to ask to use the 

photocopier first, using one of two scripts.

On some occasions, the research 

assistant asked: ‘Excuse me, I have five 

pages. May I use the Xerox machine?’ 

When asked this somewhat brusque 

question, 60% of the members of the 

public allowed the assistant to use the 

copying machine first.

On other occasions, the research 

assistant added a short explanation: 

‘Excuse me, I have five pages. May I use 

the Xerox machine, because I have to 

make copies?’ In these instances, 93% of 

the members of the public allowed the 

research assistant to use the copier first.

Note that that second request is 

somewhat tautological. Giving the 

explanation ‘because I have to make 

copies’ doesn’t make much sense – of 

course the copying machine will be used 

to make copies. However, the addition 

of the word ‘because’ still boosted the 

request’s persuasiveness.

This is a useful reminder that we must 

take time to explain the reasoning 

behind our requests. We may assume 

– especially when we are busy – that 

the rationale for a request is obvious. 

However, multiple surveys show that 

People are often 
swayed more  

by irrational desires 
and their feelings 
than by facts – by 

their hearts as 
much as  

their heads
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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

of days a month. I am beginning to think that I am 

losing out on opportunities because of my physical 

remoteness. However, I am confl icted because I am much 

more productive at home, plus it allows me more time with my 

family too. How can I make the best of my situation?

A Life involves many trade-offs. Working from home allows you to get more of 

your short-term, day-to-day work tasks done, but you now recognise that this 

may be affecting your long-term, year-on-year career progression. Even that little bit 

more time spent at home with your family may be impacting your career.

You are the only person who can decide what trade-offs you are willing to make. It’s 

human nature to want everything. But the reality is that there are only 24 hours in the 

day. If you spend one hour doing any activity – whether that’s to do with clients, work 

administration or family – that means an hour less to spend on something else.

What matters most to you? Is career progression your priority? If the answer is yes, 

then you may need to spend more time in the offi ce to hear the latest news, gain 

access to interesting projects and build your profi le within the organisation.

Even if career progression is not your number one priority, do plan how you spend 

time in the offi ce. Make a list of the most strategically important decision-makers 

who have the largest say in your career. Don’t leave it to chance that you will meet 

all of the right people enough times throughout the year. Schedule meetings with 

key individuals. Decide what you need to fi nd out from them and what you wish to 

convey to them. Keep track of such meetings to ensure that your limited face-to-face 

time is as productive as possible.

Tips for the top 
As a psychologist, I get asked to run workshops on stress management. Remember 

that stress is not something that passively happens to you. Two people can face 

similarly heavy workloads and pressure from their bosses. One individual may feel 

stressed while the other may feel fi ne. Remember that your mindset and attitude can 

greatly affect the stress response. For example, try to distance yourself from negative 

emotions. Whenever you feel stressed, name the emotion that 

you are feeling. But don’t say ‘I am anxious.’ Say ‘I am 

experiencing a feeling of anxiety.’ Yes, you may feel 

anxious. But saying ‘I am anxious’ implies that you are 

defi ned solely by that negative emotion.

Or simply breathe. Sit or stand quietly and focus your 

attention on the sensations of your breath as it enters 

and leaves the body. When you notice other thoughts 

entering your mind, nudge them gently aside. Use 

this simple technique to provide yourself with a short 

psychological respite when you feel under pressure.

Dr Rob’s talent clinic

Q I work in a client-facing role 

and, when I am not with clients, 

I take full advantage of being able 

to work from home. As a result, I am 

physically in the offi ce only a handful 

well-reasoned and logical argument 

can still fail to win people over. Think of 

all the things people know that they 

should do in life yet fail to do – eat 

more vegetables, and avoid sugary 

foods, for example.

People are often swayed more 

by irrational desires and their 

feelings than by facts – by their hearts 

as much as their heads. Political 

scientist Costas Panagopoulos has 

shown that people who were induced 

to feel either the positive emotion of 

pride or the negative emotion of shame 

were more likely to take action than those 

who felt merely indifferent.

Sometimes negative emotions such 

as sadness or fear may provoke people 

to take action; at other times, positive 

emotions such as hope or joy may be 

more appropriate. There is no formula 

that can tell us the right emotion to use 

for best effect when trying to infl uence 

or persuade others. The larger point is 

merely this: rely only on facts and logical 

arguments and you will likely hamper 

your chances of winning people over.

Of course, having the means to 

change people’s minds does not mean 

that it is always ethical to do so. Heavy-

handed infl uence and persuasion could 

be viewed by others as manoeuvring or 

manipulation. Might is not always right – 

and deciding whether to infl uence others 

is a choice you may need to consider 

very carefully indeed. AB 

Dr Rob Yeung is an organisational 

psychologist at leadership consulting 

fi rm Talentspace: talentspace.co.uk
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Changing room
How can corporate culture become a fully digital outfit? First, create awareness of 

what needs to change and how the company needs to operate in future:

* Expose people at all levels to different technology and customer trends.

* Consider partnerships with tech startups and more established tech companies 

and universities. It helps stimulate new thinking, builds confidence and creates 

excitement about what might be possible. 

Second, equip the organisation to implement the digital vision:

* Buy (recruit), borrow (through hired consultants who share learning) and build 

(train and develop) the skills in your business. 

* Bear in mind that, although there will always be people who won’t or can’t make 

it, with some confidence and skills building, even the most unlikely people can 

become digital champions.

The digital rush
Organisations need to have a bold vision for digital change – and to make sure that 
they have a culture that supports it, explains Alison Young in the first of two articles 

noted as the prize of yesteryear’s early 

movers. Instead, this is profit simply 

to stay in the game, to survive. The 

message is clear: organisations need to 

get on with their digital changes, and 

fast. 

But before rushing to start the digital 

transformation, organisations must 

consider whether this process is in 

reality any different from a ‘regular’ 

organisational transformation. There 

is the same need in both for a clearly 

articulated vision, accessible and 

authentic leadership, and transparent 

communication. No matter what type of 

transformation, a leader and their team 

need to communicate regularly the 

trigger for the change, and the ways 

in which the organisation needs to 

respond. Creating a crisis around the 

trigger, as every management textbook 

advises, can help to kick-start action 

and keep the momentum going when 

energy begins to flag.

Obsession with the journey
So far, so the same. But as the change 

effort turns its attention towards the 

customer, the elements that make 

digital transformation different begin 

to show through. Irrespective of the 

starting point of the digitisation – the 

product or service itself, in marketing 

and distribution, with operational 

processes or with the supply chain – 

there needs to be an obsession with the 

customer journey. This maps end-to-

end the different points of interaction 

the organisation will have with its 

consumers; targeting the top customer 

journeys will probably unlock the most 

value in the shortest amount of time. 

‘Our digital agenda’. ‘Our digital 
strategy’. While these phrases may 
be part of nearly every corporate 
narrative at the moment, fast forward 
a few years and the word ‘digital’ will 
become completely redundant. 

This is because digital will simply be 

another channel. Just as digital natives 

already see no distinction between 

the different ways that they consume 

content – online or elsewhere, it’s all 

just ‘stuff’ to them – so businesses will 

follow. In a few years, we will all expect 

to consume any product or service in 

some kind of digital form.

But there is some way to go. With less 

than 40% of industries digitised, there’s 

a lot of change still to come in the race 

to the digital ‘new normal’. And a race 

it is, with speed being of increasing 

importance. Early movers in their 

industry peer group will be the ones to 

make much better profit from digital 

activities than the latecomers. But 

profit from digitisation is not 

the super profit economists 
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Accounting for the Future
Registrations open in October for ACCA’s annual virtual global conference – your chance to gain 
some CPD units and stay ahead of the curve on issues affecting financial professionals 

Once we’ve finalised the 
agenda and opened the 
event for registrations, 
we’ll alert you on AB 
Direct, your weekly email 
bulletin, or you can check 
at accaglobal.com/
accountingforthefuture

More information

* What you need to know 
about blockchain

* Ethics for professionals in 
the digital age

* Get up to date on how tech 
will affect your future

* Trends in company 
reporting, including 
integrated reporting

* ACCA advocates share their 
experiences and ideas

* Ready for new data 
regulations?

On the agenda

But success will come from more than 

just digitising what happens currently; 

the digitised customer experience will 

need to be enhanced.

The user journey defines what 

needs to be built, and agile software 

development will allow new 

software features to be tested and 

launched quickly. 

This is a shift from classic project 

management and requires a highly 

collaborative mindset as well as new 

skills, roles and ways of working. Many a 

leader’s eyes have rolled on first hearing 

about the need for a scrum master, 

chief experience officer or head of trust. 

As the appearance on the company’s 

payroll of new job titles accelerates, 

so does the separation of the digital 

transformation from a ‘normal’ 

journey of change.

Beyond the teams working directly on 

new digital products or process, there 

need to be changes in the wider culture 

and capabilities to support the new 

efforts; without them, digital new growth 

will wither on the vine. Digitisation 

needs collaboration right across the 

organisation and any legacy silos will 

have to be eradicated. In addition, 

the rapid release of software requires 

agile decision-making informed by a 

relentless focus on customer data. In 

fact, analytics will need to play a larger 

part in how resources are allocated 

at all levels.

Alongside these more tangible 

changes prompted by the journey 

to digital, there are some other less 

obvious – but equally important – 

shifts that need to take place. The 

organisation will need to embrace those 

who think a little differently and who 

perhaps challenge the norm. ‘We’ve 

always done it like that’ will become 

a block on iteration and innovation – 

two key attributes of a digital culture. 

Culture is key, named by CEOs as one of 

the biggest barriers to digital initiatives.

There are a number of activities that 

companies can embrace to help change 

the culture and ways of working (see 

box on page 46). But be quick: the race 

is on. Leaders need to create a bold 

vision based on where digitisation will 

add the biggest value to the customer.

They will need to move fast in their 

execution, taking steps at every turn 

to make sure that the organisation 

is equipped through its capabilities 

and its culture. AB

Alison Young is director of Leaders in 

Change @Leader_Insights
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davidparmenter.com

The guiding force
David Parmenter looks at the missing link in management theory: critical success 
factors. Too often managers do not put these above their team’s own priorities

arrival and departure of aeroplanes. 

I imagine King was not impressed, 

as everyone in the industry knows the 

importance of timely planes. However, 

the consultants pointed out that while 

British Airways might know that the 

timely arrival and departure of planes 

was a success factor, it had not been 

separated out from all the other success 

factors, and so staff members were 

trying to juggle too many things. 

With this CSF identified and isolated, 

it was a relatively short step to find 

the appropriate measure that would 

transform the organisation. Was it timely 

planes or late planes? Analysis would 

have pointed them quickly to selecting 

planes that are late over a certain time. 

I believe the main purpose of 

performance measures is to ensure 

that staff spend their working hours 

focused primarily on the organisation’s 

critical success factors. So unless the 

operational CSFs are ascertained, 

managers, in their own empire, won’t 

have what is important to them 

embedded in the way things are done. 

Many counterproductive activities will 

occur based on the false premise: ‘What 

is important to me is important to the 

organisation’. 

For a CEO to steer the ship, everyone 

needs to know the journey. Employees 

should know what makes the ship sail 

and what to do in difficult weather. AB

David Parmenter is a writer and 

presenter on measuring, monitoring and 

managing performance

An organisation that does not know 
its critical success factors is like a 
football team that goes to the World 
Cup without a goalkeeper, or at least a 
competent one. 

The term critical success factors (CSF) 

does not seem to be addressed by 

some of the leading writers of the past 

30 years: Peter Drucker, Jim Collins, 

Gary Hamel, Tom Peters, Robert Kaplan 

and David Norton all appear to ignore 

their existence. Yet, to my mind, this is a 

missing link in management theory.

CSFs are operational issues that need 

to be done well, day in, day out, by all 

staff. Many organisations fail to achieve 

their potential because they aren’t clear 

about the more important things that all 

staff should be focusing on. 

This lack of clarity means that staff 

will often schedule their work around 

their team’s priorities rather than 

around the organisation’s priorities, 

that performance measures are 

often meaningless, and that many of 

the reports that are prepared serve 

no purpose. 

For a CEO to steer 
the ship, everyone 
needs to know the 

journey. Employees 
should know what 

makes the ship sail 
and what to do in 

difficult weather

Even though a strategy is in place, 

teams are often working in directions 

very different from the intended course. 

This mayhem stems from a complete 

lack of understanding of their CSFs.

While most organisations know their 

success factors, few organisations have:

* worded their success factors 

appropriately

* segregated success factors from 

strategic objectives

* sifted through the success factors to 

find the ones critical to them 

* communicated the CSFs to staff.

If the CSFs are clarified and 

communicated, staff will be able to 

align their daily activities closer to the 

strategic direction of the organisation.

One successful CSF example 

centres around former British Airways 

chairman John King, who set about 

turning the airline around in the 1980s. 

King appointed some consultants 

to investigate and report on the key 

measures he should concentrate on 

to revive the fortunes of the ailing 

company. They reported back that he 

needed to focus on one CSF: the timely 
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Watch and learn

See videos by Jane Fuller on 
the IASB’s materiality practice 
statement and its project on better 
communication in fi nancial reporting, 
at bit.ly/ACCA-playlist

Full disclosure?
The IASB is developing new – and clarifying existing – guidance in response to 
concerns about disclosure in fi nancial statements. Adam Deller explains

The central theme for the International 
Accounting Standards Board’s (IASB) 
work over the next fi ve years is better 
communication in fi nancial reporting. 
It has identifi ed three main concerns 
about disclosures in the fi nancial 
statements:

* Not enough relevant information, 

leading to inappropriate investing 

or lending decisions.

* Irrelevant information, which can 

obscure relevant information and 

reduce the understandability of 

financial statements.

* Ineffective communication, 

which can also reduce the 

understandability of financial 

statements.

In response to this, the IASB has drawn 

up the disclosure initiative, which has 

two aims: to develop new principles of 

disclosure and guidance, and to clarify 

the existing principles.

The disclosure initiative covers a 

whole suite of projects, rather than 

being one piece of work. It is heavily 

linked in with the current materiality 

implementation projects and the work 

being undertaken on the Conceptual 

Framework and Primary Financial 

Statements project.

Alongside all of this, the IASB 

released a discussion paper in March 

2017 looking specifi cally at the 

principles of disclosure. The ultimate 

result of the disclosure initiative is likely 

to be either the issue of a new general 

disclosure standard, or amendments 

to IAS 1, Presentation of Financial 

Statements, which currently covers 

general disclosure requirements.

Here’s a look at some of the key 

contents of the discussion paper and 

the questions raised by the IASB.

Effective communication
The IASB has identifi ed seven principles 

of effective communication, stating that 

information contained within fi nancial 

statements should be:

* entity-specific

* clear and simple

* free from unnecessary duplication

* in an appropriate format

* comparable

* linked to relevant information

* organised to highlight important 

matters.

It believes that information tailored to 

the individual entity should be more 

relevant than generic disclosures. This 

could potentially clash with the sixth 

principle of comparability, which is 

where judgment must be exercised by 

preparers to strike that balance.

The IASB also believes that 

information does not need to be 

duplicated across various parts of the 

fi nancial statements and annual report. 

Instead, it could be linked to other 

parts of the annual report if they are 

disclosed there. And they believe that 

communication should be clear, stating 

that lists and tables may be more useful 

than ordinary narrative.

The discussion paper asks if these 

principles should be mandatory within 

The disclosure 
initiative covers 
a whole suite of 

projects rather 
than being one 

piece of work
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distinction between ‘IFRS information’, 

required for compliance with IFRS 

Standards and ‘non-IFRS information’, 

and has opened up the discussion as 

to where this information should be 

included.

Of course, IFRS information will 

generally be included within the 

fi nancial statements, with non-IFRS 

information included in other parts 

of the annual report. The IASB notes 

that improvements can be made to 

provide further guidance and remove 

duplication.

It is looking to clarify that information 

necessary to comply with IFRS can 

be provided outside of the fi nancial 

statements as long as it is provided in 

the annual report, its location makes the 

annual report more understandable, and 

is identifi ed in the fi nancial statements by 

means of a cross-reference made in the 

fi nancial statements.

This is consistent with principles 

already established in more recent IFRS 

Standards, such as IFRS 7, Financial 

Instruments: Disclosures, which explicitly 

mentions that disclosures need not be 

duplicated in the fi nancial statements if 

they are included in the annual report 

and cross-referenced.

In addition, the IASB is discussing 

whether non-IFRS information can be 

included within the fi nancial statements. 

This could include items such as 

performance measures if they are clearly 

explained, stating why the information is 

useful and has been included.

Performance measures
Entities use a variety of performance 

measures in their fi nancial statements, 

and most users support entities 

having some fl exibility in presenting 

these. However, a number of users 

have expressed concerns over some 

performance measures. These concerns 

included that calculations are not 

explained by the entity; it is diffi cult to 

an accounting standard or included 

within education material.

Role of financial statements 
Currently IAS 1 states that a complete 

set of fi nancial statements comprises 

the statement of fi nancial position; 

the statement of profi t or loss and 

other comprehensive income; the 

statement of changes in equity; and the 

statement of cashfl ows. It also comprises 

signifi cant accounting policies and other 

explanatory information, in the notes.

Following feedback, entities perceive 

that the information contained in the 

complete set of fi nancial statements 

used to be used more frequently and be 

subject to more scrutiny from users than 

the information in the notes. 

To address this, the IASB proposes to 

specify that the statements covered in 

the fi nancial statements are the ‘primary 

fi nancial statements’. It has also included 

a suggested defi nition of the role of the 

primary fi nancial statements, which is to 

provide a structured and comparable 

summary of the entity’s assets, liabilities, 

income, expenses and capital.

Clarifying the distinction between 

the primary fi nancial statements and 

the notes seeks to emphasise the fact 

that users initially study the primary 

fi nancial statements and use this for 

comparison with other entities. A key 

role of the notes is commonly accepted 

to be to provide further explanation of 

information contained within the primary 

fi nancial statements. 

In light of this, the IASB’s preliminary 

view of the notes is that their role 

is to provide further information to 

disaggregate or explain the items in 

the primary fi nancial statements and 

to supplement the primary fi nancial 

statements with other necessary 

information.

Location of information
The IASB is seeking to make the 

The IASB is 
seeking to make 

the distinction 
between ‘IFRS 

information’ 
and ‘non-IFRS 

information’ 
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Expenses classified by nature

Profit before tax X

Interest (X)

EBIT X

Depreciation and amortisation expense (X)

EBITDA X

Other expenses (X)

Employee benefits expense (X)

Raw materials and consumables used (X)

developing requirements:

* Unusual: highly abnormal and only 

incidentally related to the entity’s 

ordinary and typical activities, given 

the environment in which it operates.

* Infrequently occurring: not 

reasonably expected to recur in 

the foreseeable future given the 

environment in which an entity 

operates.

These definitions could start a debate 

around terms such as ‘foreseeable 

future’. The IASB asks respondents to 

comment on whether people agree with 

financial statements, and that relate 

to material items, transactions 

or events

* Category 2: policies not in category 

1 but that relate to items in the 

financial statements that are 

material in size or nature

* Category 3: any other accounting 

policies applied by the entity.

The board’s view is that category 1 and 

2 items must be disclosed in the notes, 

whereas it is unnecessary to disclose 

policies contained within category 3.

The disclosure initiative is wide-

compare, as entities calculate items 

differently; and there is inconsistent 

classification of items as unusual or 

infrequently occurring.

Most of the concerns around 

performance measures relate to the 

use of measures in the statement(s) of 

financial performance, and the board is 

focusing on two areas:

a) when presentation of earnings 

before interest and taxes (EBIT) and/

or earnings before interest, taxes, 

depreciation and amortisation 

(EBITDA) in the statement(s) of 

financial performance can be 

considered a fair presentation in 

accordance with IFRS Standards

b) whether to provide guidance on 

the presentation of unusual and 

infrequently occurring items.

Under (a), the IASB’s preliminary view 

is that showing EBITDA as a subtotal 

in the statement of profit or loss is 

fair presentation if the expenses are 

classified by nature – see table (right).

The IASB believes that fair 

presentation is unlikely if entities 

classify expenses by function, as this 

would potentially be confusing due to 

depreciation and amortisation being 

included within categories such as cost 

of sales or administrative expenses, 

rather than being shown separately.

Whether an entity analyses expenses 

by function or nature, the IASB deems 

that showing EBIT as a subtotal would 

result in fair presentation and so would 

be acceptable under either method.

As for (b), there has been much 

debate here. Many users feel separate 

presentation or disclosure of unusual or 

infrequently occurring items is helpful 

in decision-making. However, there 

are concerns that entities are applying 

unusual or infrequently occurring items 

inappropriately and/or inconsistently.

Based on a previous staff paper, 

the following definitions are to be 

taken forward as a starting point for 

the proposal to develop these definitions 

and identify requirements for presenting 

such events in the financial statements.

Accounting policies
Some users feel that the accounting 

policies section of financial statements 

is often long and unhelpful, making 

it difficult for users to identify which 

policies are important and which less so.

The IASB has identified three 

categories of accounting policy:

* Category 1: accounting policies 

that are always necessary for 

understanding information in 

Statement of profit or loss (by nature)

Change in inventories of finished goods and work in progress (X)

Revenue X

ranging, and attempts to bring clarity 

and consistency to disclosures. The IASB 

hopes to maintain the use of judgment 

from entities while not compromising 

comparability between entities.

The deadline for comments on the 

discussion paper is 2 October 2017. 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

Mainland China

Oil VAT exemption
Chinese domestic brokers trading in 

crude oil future bonded deliveries at the 

Shanghai International Energy Exchange 

have been told they have been 

exempted from paying VAT. China’s 

State Administration of Taxation has said 

that to qualify, domestic brokers must be 

members of the exchange and submit 

written statements of their delivery 

trading business to a local tax office. 

Caring benefits
China’s Ministry of Finance will make 

tax and subsidy benefits available 

to privately run senior care services. 

This will include a wide range of tax 

reductions, help with supplying land 

for construction and government-paid 

operating and investment subsidies. 

Singapore

Understanding e-tax 
The Inland Revenue Authority of 

Singapore has released a draft e-tax 

guide for businesses affected by the 

introduction of automatic exchanges 

of financial account information under 

the Organisation for Economic Co-

operation and Development’s Common 

Reporting Standard. Singapore’s first 

exchange of information, relating to 

2017, will happen by September 2018.  

Nigerian agreement
Singapore has signed an agreement 

on avoiding double taxation with 

Nigeria, clarifying the taxing rights of 

both countries’ governments regarding 

Hong Kong 

Saudi agreement
Hong Kong and Saudi Arabia have 

struck an agreement on avoiding 

double taxation. Also, Saudi Arabia’s 

withholding tax rate for Hong Kong 

residents on royalties (currently 15%) will 

fall to 8%, and 5% for royalties generated 

by using industrial, commercial or 

scientific equipment. Hong Kong airlines 

operating flights to Saudi Arabia will 

be taxed at Hong Kong’s corporation 

tax rate and profits from international 

shipping transport earned by Hong 

Kong residents in Saudi Arabia will be 

tax exempt in the Arabian kingdom. 

Action on BEPS
The Hong Kong government has 

released a report on a consultation where 

respondents overwhelming supported 

plans to codify transfer pricing rules 

reflecting the Organisation for Economic 

Co-operation and Development’s 

guidelines. These measures will counter 

base erosion and profit shifting (BEPS) by 

businesses. Legislation will be tabled by 

the end of 2017. 

In agreement
Hong Kong has signed an agreement 

with New Zealand where both sides 

will automatically exchange financial 

account information regarding tax from 

2018 onwards. 

AML in the spotlight
The Hong Kong Institute of Certified 

Public Accountants has asked for 

comments on draft guidelines on 

anti-money laundering and combating 

the financing of terrorism practices 

by accountants, in response to 

the government’s plans to amend 

the Anti-Money Laundering and 

Counter-Terrorist Financing (Financial 

Institutions)  Ordinance. 

Bond Connect launches
The Hong Kong Stock Exchange has 

hailed the successful launch of Bond 

Connect, a mutual bond market access 

programme between the Special 

Administrative Region and mainland 

China. Around 20 large onshore 

institutions, including Industrial and 

Commercial Bank of China, Agricultural 

Bank of China, Bank of China and 

China Construction Bank, have asked to 

become dealers. 

Crime fighting pair
The Securities and Futures Commission 

and the Hong Kong Police have agreed 

a memorandum of understanding 

strengthening their co-operation 

in combating financial crime. The 

agreement covers the referral of cases, 

joint investigations, exchange and use 

of information, mutual investigative 

assistance, and more collaboration on 

policy, operations and training. 

International cooperation
The Securities and Futures Commission 

has signed memorandums of 

understanding on cooperation, sharing 

of information and mutual participation 

in projects with a number of national 

bodies. These include the UK’s Financial 

Conduct Authority, France’s Autorité 

des Marchés Financiers and the Dubai 

Financial Services Authority. 
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Sukuk goes green
Securities Commission Malaysia has announced the launch of the country’s first 

green sukuk (Islamic bond) under its Sustainable and Responsible Investment 

sukuk framework. These include incentives such as tax deductions until 2020 on 

approved issuance costs; special low tax rates for green energy, transport, building, 

waste management and supporting services; and financing incentives of RM5bn 

(US$1.17bn) until 2022. To qualify, projects must be in the natural resources, 

renewable energy and/or energy efficiency sectors. 

its guidance on how companies and 

partnerships should maintain a register 

of registrable controllers. 

Malaysia

Audit directive
The Companies Commission of 

Malaysia has issued a directive 

highlighting which private companies 

can be exempt from requirements 

to audit their financial statements. 

This applies to dormant companies 

and companies with zero revenue. It 

also applies to ‘threshold-qualified’ 

companies, which, during the current 

financial year and the previous two 

financial years, have revenue not 

exceeding RM100,000, assets not 

exceeding RM300,000 and a maximum 

of five employees. 

Stamp duty action
The Malaysian government has 

tabled amendments to the country’s 

business and trade involving the two 

jurisdictions. The agreement covers 

royalties, personal services, artists, 

dividends, pensions, interest and more. 

Council formed
The Monetary Authority of Singapore 

has established a Payments Council to 

promote electronic payments systems, 

including representatives from banks, 

payment service providers, businesses 

and trade associations. Its initial work 

includes developing a common QR 

code for Singapore. 

Matter of value
The Singapore Exchange (SGX) and the 

Singapore Institute of Surveyors and 

Valuers (SISV) are jointly reviewing real 

estate valuation practices and reporting 

by listed companies. They want to 

ensure that real estate valuations given 

to investors are accurate and of high 

quality. SGX and SISV are forming a 

committee to stage the review. 

Secondary listings open up
Companies having a dual-class share 

structure with primary listings in 

wealthier developed markets can seek 

a secondary listing on the Singapore 

Exchange, the stock exchange has 

announced. It will not impose post-

listing conditions except that companies 

make continuous disclosures via 

SGXNet of announcements made to 

their home exchange. 

Filing help
The Accounting and Corporate 

Regulatory Authority has released a 

checklist of common filing errors and 

advice on how to avoid them. These 

include filing incomplete XBRL data and 

share capital declaration mismatches.

Register update
The Accounting and Corporate 

Regulatory Authority has updated 

Stamp Act, which will facilitate self-

assessment, giving tax officials powers 

to check declarations through on-the-

spot investigations. 

Eligibility revised
The Corporate Debt Restructuring 

Committee of Bank Negara Malaysia 

has revised the eligibility criteria for 

assistance to companies wanting to 

resolve their debt obligations. The 

minimum total outstanding debt 

threshold for help will fall from RM30m 

to RM10m. 

New standards issued
The Malaysian Accounting Standards 

Board has issued new Malaysian 

Financial Reporting Standards on 

insurance contracts and guidance on 

dealing with uncertainty over income 

tax treatments. AB

Keith Nuthall and Wang Fangqing, 

journalists
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Well presented
Nervous about speaking? Eric Fitzpatrick offers tips for engaging with your audience 
and conveying complex and technical information in an entertaining way

of space – just as the skydiver Felix 

Baumgartner did some years ago. Your 

audience clearly imagines the game 

of chess and Baumgartner jumping 

from space, and can then contrast the 

two investments.  

People are wired for stories. They 

are in our DNA. They allow us to create 

pictures in our minds that help us to 

understand the message and connect 

with the speaker. When a presenter tells 

a story, listeners are transported into 

their own version of that story, which 

makes it easier for them to relate to 

both the speaker and the message. 

Try to take your audience’s 

temperature regularly. Focus solely 

on the content you want to deliver, 

and you will lose them. You will get to 

the end of your presentation and find 

that they switched off shortly after you 

started speaking.

The way to avoid this is with audience 

engagement techniques – something 

Business presentations can be 
daunting. Standing in front of a group 
of people who are watching you and 
waiting to hear what you have to say 
can be a real challenge. When the 
subject matter of your presentation 
is complex or technical and your 
audience is not familiar with it, the 
pressure ratchets up even further.  

Here are some techniques and 

ideas to make complex and technical 

presentations more engaging and 

easier to understand. 

First, focus on the audience. Your 

presentation is not about you or what 

you want to say; it’s about your audience 

and what they need to hear. Audiences 

come to a presentation thinking: ‘What’s 

in this for me?’ Give your audience the 

answer to that question and you will 

keep them engaged. 

Metaphors and similes
The best way to explain abstract 

ideas or technical information is with 

metaphors or similes. Comparing 

complex or technical subjects with 

strong or familiar images will make 

them easier to comprehend. Picture 

a bicycle, a sunflower or a red 

double-decker bus (you’re doing 

it now), and images come 

easily to mind. By contrast, 

terms such as taxation, 

derivatives or investment 

are difficult to picture. 

The key is to connect 

the concept to  

the image.

Let’s imagine 

you want to outline 

the different levels 

People are wired 
for stories. They are 

in our DNA. They 
allow us to create 

pictures in our 
minds that help us 
to understand the 

message

of risk attached to certain types of 

investment. One way to help your 

audience differentiate between a 

capital protection fund and an indexed 

Japanese equity fund would be to 

compare each to a level of physical risk. 

You might describe the former as being 

like playing chess with a friend in a park, 

while the latter would be the equivalent 

of jumping to Earth from the edge 
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More information

Visit Eric Fitzpatrick’s website at  
arkspeakingandtraining.com  

that generates an internal reaction within 

the listener – intellectual, emotional 

or physical. The key is to intersperse 

engagement techniques throughout your 

presentation. Typical techniques include 

humour, stories, questions, metaphors, 

analogies and getting your audience to 

physically do something. 

An engaging presentation might 

look like this: give some content, then 

ask your audience a question. Give 

them more content; make them laugh. 

Give them more content, then get 

them to do some physical activity. Give 

them more content; tell them a story. 

Apply a ‘content/audience engagement 

technique’ format throughout the 

presentation to keep people engaged. 

One message
Whether you are speaking for five or 

45 minutes, remember to give your 

listeners one message. Make three to 

five points that support this but limit 

yourself to one message only. If you 

give your audience more than one, you 

run the risk of confusing them – and 

confused audiences stop listening. 

Before you start creating your 

presentation, ask yourself the following 

question: ‘What do I want my audience 

to do or think at the end of this 

presentation?’ The answer to that 

question will be the message that you 

want to get across.

There you have it: ideas that can 

help you make complex subjects 

engaging and easier to understand, and 

get audiences to buy in to you, your 

organisation and your message. AB

Eric Fitzpatrick is the author of Persuade 

on Purpose: Create Presentations that 

Influence and Engage, published by 

Mercier Press 
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Basicsi

£117.8m
Income for 2015/16

£93m
Grant in aid from Department for 

Culture, Media and Sport

£13.8m
Provision of services

£9.9m
Voluntary income, including grants  

and donations 

£1m
Investment income

 

150 million
Items held at the British Library, 

including 14 million books 

718km
Amount of shelving

1.6 million
Onsite visitors 

3 million
Online consultations of its collection  

a year

The book-keeper
Jayne King FCCA is, in her own words, not the most traditional head of finance, but she 
is making great strides in addressing the funding challenges facing the British Library

A nation’s identity and culture is 
reflected in the words generated by its 
people. That is why the British Library’s 
collection, which ranges from Magna 
Carta to a copy of every newspaper 
that was published in the UK today, 
is so vital. It is, in its own words, the 
‘custodian of the nation’s memory’. 

The collection is housed in 14 floors of 

its Grade I-listed building in St Pancras, 

London, and at a former ordnance 

factory in Boston Spa, West Yorkshire. 

The total collection exceeds 150 million 

separate items; if you were to look at 

five of them every day, it would take you 

80,000 years to see everything. 

Collating, preserving and making 

the collection available to the public is 

expensive but very necessary work. The 

library costs around £120m a year to run, 

80% of which is met by funding from 

the Department of Media, Culture and 

Sport. In these days of austerity, though, 

its finances have inevitably come under 

pressure; its budget has been cut by 

34% since 2010. 

As a result, the British Library has 

taken a long, hard look at its structure 

and operations in recent years. In 2011 it 

published a strategic plan to set a path 

through the digital revolution, including 

a project to save every British website 

(representing one billion web pages) 

into its digital memory. In 2012 a new 

chief executive, Roly Keating, joined the 

library and one of his first tasks was to 

complete a ‘living knowledge’ plan for 

2015 to 2023, when the library will mark 

its 50th birthday. The plan breaks down 

the library’s remit into six purposes that 

explain the ways in which its funding 

helps to deliver tangible value: 

* custodianship 

* research 

* business: last year, 6,300 

entrepreneurs and small business 

owners used the business and IP 

centre at St Pancras

* culture: to engage visitors with 

memorable cultural experiences 

through its exhibitions

* learning

* international partnership.

Keating also instigated a restructure 

of the library’s senior management, 

replacing a team of directors with a 

linear structure where the chief librarian 

is responsible for the collection, 

research, learning and international 

engagement, while a chief operating 

officer holds responsibility for 

commercial services and administration.

Jayne King, the British Library’s head 

of finance, was brought in immediately 

after this restructure and is now the most 

senior finance officer in the organisation, 

advising the CEO and board. ‘The 

senior team is now made up of strategic 

people from diverse disciplines,’ she 

says. ‘We have collective responsibility 

for running the business.’

For King, the new role meant taking 

on a wide remit that includes legal 

and contract services, corporate 

procurement, risk and employee 

services (including payroll, HR and 

pensions). As the library was in the 

midst of a fundamental restructuring, it 

was a baptism of fire: ‘On my first day 

I was scenario-planning how we could 

manage with 30% less funding than we 

had,’ she says. 

King joined the library after a career 

that spanned Harrogate College, York 

St John University, Housing 21 and 

the finance director role at the West 

Yorkshire Probation Trust. ‘I wanted to 

be an accountant since I was a child,’ 

she says. ‘I was always the banker when 

I played Monopoly.’ Her current role, 

though, is more strategic and varied 
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‘My team isn’t 
dramatically 

smaller than it 
was but it’s more 

professional in 
its skillsets and 

less hierarchical’

than many senior fi nance positions; King 

holds an MBA and says it would have 

been diffi cult to secure this job without 

it. ‘I’m not what you might recognise as 

a traditional head of fi nance,’ she says.

In November 2015, the library 

received a four-year fl at cash settlement 

as part of the government spending 

review. Ahead of the settlement, a 

comprehensive planning process was 

put in place to make sure that the 

budgets of the strategic leadership 

team were closely aligned with 

the purposes laid out in the ‘living 

knowledge’ plan. ‘We talked through 

our ambitions and looked at what we 

could go ahead with and what we could 

reduce,’ says King. ‘We always plan for 

the worst but hope for the best.’

Another priority was to make sure 

that the fi nance team refl ected the new 

structure and strategy. ‘The library’s 

agenda for the next few years is more 

complex and commercial, so we need 

the right skills in the right place. My 

team isn’t dramatically smaller than 

it was but it’s more professional in its 

skillsets and less siloed. And it’s less 

hierarchical.’ The large team is spread 

across the two sites in London and 

Boston Spa.

Inevitably, the library will have to work 

to replace lost government funding with 

commercial revenue, donations and 

other grants. It raised over £13m last 

year from its commercial activities and 

secured £9.6m of Lottery funding for a 

project to save and digitise the nation’s 

at-risk sounds (including Pete Townsend’s 

demo recording of Pinball Wizard).

‘Ultimately, we’re aiming for a 60/40 

split between government funding and 

commercial income,’ says King. ‘Clearly 

we still have challenges to come, but 

our CEO has a clear plan for what the 

library will be when it’s 50, and that 

drives everything we do. In my mind I’m 

always looking four years ahead.’ 

It is, though, fulfi lling work: ‘It’s the 

“foreverness” of the library that’s the 

difference for me. We are here for the 

greater good, for the things that will 

be here forever. That really brings out 

the passion in me. I feel a real sense of 

pride, working here.’ AB

Liz Fisher, journalist
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In dispute
Handling complaints made against you needn’t be a headache. ACCA has advice and 
support for those going through the process or keen take preventative measures

Complaints against 
businesses generally used 
to be confidential. But 
the digital revolution and 
the rise of social media 
has meant corporate 
communications have 
changed forever, including a 
rise in direct and sometimes 
very public feedback 
from customers. This has 
serious implications for the 
reputations of businesses, 
which need to consider 
how to manage risk arising 
from negative reviews or 
complaints.

As the profession 

embraces this new digital 

landscape, accountants 

too need to consider how 

they can protect their 

interests and those of the 

wider profession, through 

complaint prevention and 

complaint handling. 

ACCA is urging 

professional accountants 

to implement internal-

complaints handling 

procedures. In fact, members 

in public practice in some 

countries (eg, the UK and 

Ireland) are required to 

have procedures in place to 

handle client complaints. 

Where complaints cannot 

be resolved internally they 

are often referred to ACCA – 

see bit.ly/ACCA-complaints.

So what can ACCA 

members do to avoid 

complaints or handle 

them to achieve a positive 

outcome? Here are some key 

areas for consideration:

* Ensure engagment 

letters are up to date 

and signed, and are 

clear about the services 

agreed and what 

exclusions apply. It is an 

ACCA requirement for 

every client to be issued 

with an engagement 

letter, and for a copy 

signed by the client to be 

kept on file.

* Ensure clients are aware 

of all legal obligations 

(eg, director’s duties in 

the UK Companies Act).

* Ensure you retain all 

client relationship 

documentation, 

including working 

papers and records of 

communications. 
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Did you know…?
* ACCA receives an average of 750 complaints per year

* Complaints to ACCA are received from clients, 

accountants, individuals in a professional capacity, 

other departments of ACCA such as Authorisations 

and Monitoring, other regulatory bodies, prosecuting 

authorities and the police

* ACCA has received complaints about members from 

psychics, wizards, celebrities and journalists, and involving 

high-profile multimillion pound disputes

* Commercial, legal and employment disputes are rejected 

due to jurisdictional issues

* 15% of complaints accepted by ACCA are resolved 

through conciliation

* 75% are referred for investigation, of which around 20% 

result in disciplinary action.

These points are also 

considered by ACCA when 

it receives a complaint. 

But complaints can arise 

despite the best efforts of 

all involved. How you handle 

the complaint may determine 

whether you achieve a 

successful outcome. 

Conciliation service
ACCA deals with complaints 

through three departments: 

assessment, investigation 

and adjudication. Complaints 

are assessed and allocated 

either for conciliation or 

investigation. Serious 

issues identified through 

investigation are referred 

to disciplinary hearings and 

managed by adjudication. 

ACCA’s conciliation service 

combines alternate dispute 

resolution with ACCA’s 

regulatory and disciplinary 

duties. This collaboration 

is unique in the regulation 

of the profession. The 

conciliation service specialises 

in resolving disputes through 

negotiation and conciliation, 

attempting to achieve an 

amicable outcome. It is often 

a far quicker and more cost-

effective way of dealing with 

complaints.

Professional accountants 

can draw on complaint-

handling techniques 

used in conciliation and 

investigation processes. 

These are an effective way 

of preventing unnecessary 

escalation of a complaint to 

the regulatory body. 

Here are some techniques 

that you can adopt when 

dealing with complaints:

* It’s not personal. 
Complaints are part 

of professional life. 

Detaching yourself can 

be difficult, but generally 

people are angry at the 

situation rather than 

you – they just may not 

realise it.

* Active listening. There is 

a big difference between 

listening and actively 

listening. People rarely 

feel they are truly being 

listened to, professionally 

and in life in general. 

It’s vital that anyone 

submitting a complaint 

feels that they are being 

listened to and that their 

complaint is understood. 

* Don’t interrupt. During 

the complaints process 

there will be a time when 

you want to advance 

your position and do so 

without interruption – so 

you need to stand by 

that principle yourself. 

Interrupting is certain to 

frustrate the process and 

escalate the matter.

* Don’t summarise. 
Summarising can trivialise 

information that may be 

very important to the 

person complaining, and 

it creates an opportunity 

to miss something. But 

do feedback what you 

have heard from the 

person, using terms 

and language that they 

have used. Confirm your 

understanding of what 

you have heard is correct; 

if it isn’t, check again.

* Know your triggers. 
Setting off triggers will 

provoke a defence 

reaction; these inhibit 

rational thought and 

behaviour, leading to 

misunderstanding. 

Triggers are subjective. 

One person may be 

triggered by rudeness, 

another by politeness. 

Sometimes an 

acknowledgement of 

the trigger is enough 

to prevent a downward 

spiral into conflict. In 

some cases, a quick 

and simple apology 

may be merited. 

Triggers are to some 

extent unavoidable; an 

understanding that they 

exist can help to avoid 

difficulties. 

Complaints are a commercial 

reality, and there is no shame 

in receiving them, but a 

great deal more damage can 

be done to reputations if 

handled poorly.

All of the above is just the 

tip of the iceberg. Handling 

complaints successfully 

is a challenge for any 

organisation or individual, 

as they have the potential to 

drain business resources and 

ultimately impact negatively 

on profit. But when handled 

well, a complaint can provide 

an opportunity to strengthen 

client relationships and 

professional reputations. 

If you manage to 

remain neutral, take a 

practical approach and 

try to understand both 

sides of a dispute. This 

will help you to retain 

control over the complaint 

before it is escalated to a 

regulatory body. AB

Alexander Dunlop and Scott 

Prince, senior investigation 

officers, ACCA

More information

ACCA is running a member 
event on 23 November 
on this topic. Visit bit.ly/
ACCA-complaints-event
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New module’s units
* Unit 1 – Ethics and professionalism: introduces the 

ethical and professional values that underpin all other 

professional skills and behaviours, while providing a 

framework to guide behaviour.

* Unit 2 – Personal effectiveness: sets out ways to maximise 

the quantity and quality of work output, make the most of 

available resources and interact with others.

* Unit 3 – Innovation and scepticism: encourages open-

mindedness and innovative thinking for imaginative 

problem-solving.

* Unit 4 – Commercial awareness, analysis, evaluation and 
problem-solving: helps view situations from a commercial 

or business perspective while understanding business 

process, relationships, risks and costs.

* Unit 5 – Leadership and team working: demonstrates 

different types of leadership approach and how effective 

leadership involves inspiring and supporting teams.

* Unit 6 – Communication skills: helps understand more 

about effective communication with clients, customers, 

colleagues and external authorities in different contexts.

* Unit 7 – Assessment: sets comprehensive and interactive 

challenges that require effective ways of delivering 

solutions.

Ethics in the real world
As part of a series of innovations to the ACCA Qualification, a new Ethics and 
Professional Skills module is being introduced. Judith Bennett sets out the vision

Ethics have a real place in 
the real world. This is why, 
from 31 October 2017, 
ACCA students will be 
required to consider ethical 
behaviour, in the context of 
other professional skills, in 
a new module. It provides 
a unique blend of real-
world simulated examples 
to ensure professional 
accountants remain at 
the forefront of business 
leadership.

The move follows feedback 

from employers, who have 

told ACCA what they expect 

of those who hold the ACCA 

Qualification. They look for 

an unparalleled combination 

of technical, ethical and 

professional skills. These are 

the skills that all professional 

accountants need today, and 

the new module will ensure 

future professionals are well 

equipped going forward.

The new module – Ethics 

and Professional Skills – 

builds on ACCA’s pioneering 

Professional Ethics module. 

It will continue to develop 

the vitally important 

concepts of ethical 

behaviour and judgment, 

while complementing 

broader skills such as 

communications, innovation, 

analysis, evaluation and 

commercial acumen that 

employers have come to 

expect of ACCA members. 

These are the skills that allow 

professional accountants to 

make an immediate impact 

in the workplace.

The new module ensures 

that ethics still have their 

place at the heart of our 

qualification. Through 

developing a high standard 

of ethical and professional 

behaviour, alongside the 

strategic and technical 

expertise acquired through 

passing the exams, ACCA 

professional 

accountants 

will be able 

to make an 

immediate 

impact in their 

workplace.

Students 

will usually 

complete 

the module 

between 

finishing 

their Applied 

Knowledge exams and 

starting their Strategic 

Professional exams, as 

the module has also been 

designed to introduce the 

skills now being assessed 

as part of the Strategic 

Professional exams. 

In addition, the module will 

be freely available, as part 

of members’ subscriptions, 

to those interested in taking 

it as part of their continuing 

professional development 

(CPD) – it will count towards 

your CPD requirement.

The module has seven 

interactive units (see box 

above). Using real-world 

scenarios, each unit 

highlights a set of challenges 

that professionals are likely 

to face in the workplace. 

Participants will be asked to 

provide solutions and ways 

of delivering these to ensure 

the best possible outcome 

for the business. They will 

receive a certificate once 

they complete the module.

ACCA is able to 
have the utmost 
confidence in its 

members as they 
seek to maintain 

the highest ethical 
and professional 

standards
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More information

Read more about the new Ethical and Professional Skills 
module at bit.ly/ACCA-EPSmodule

Find a free webinar on professional ethics at 
bit.ly/ethics-acca

Seven key qualities for success
Research from ACCA on the qualities fi nance professionals 

will need to succeed in the future has found that 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. You can fi nd out more and take an 

interactive skills test at future.accaglobal.com

Technical and ethical (TEQ): The ability to perform activities to a 

defi ned standard while maintaining 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): Understanding customer expectations, meeting 

desired outcomes and creating value.

Technical and 
ethical (TEQ)

Vision 
(VQ)

Experience (XQ) Intelligence (IQ)

Creative (CQ)

Digital 
(DQ)

Emotional 
intelligence 

(EQ)

This new module is an 

important part of the 

innovations that ACCA 

is introducing to its 

qualifi cation. They are 

market-leading and designed 

to fuel the demand for ACCA 

members. Importantly, they 

will safeguard the reputation 

the ACCA designation has 

for being the mark of a 

professional that is trained to 

the highest global standards 

and who has the relevant 

blend of skills and real-world 

focus that employers need 

now and into the future.

These innovations are 

a result of the research 

carried out for Professional 
accountants – the future, 

which defi nes the skills and 

qualities required for the 

future (see box, right). These 

are skills that successful 

professional accountants 

acquire and develop 

throughout their working 

lives. They are skills that are 

demanded by employers 

across all sectors. And they 

will create the strategic 

and forward-thinking 

professionals needed to drive 

organisations and business.

ACCA is building these 

skills and qualities into the 

qualifi cation through the 

Ethics and Professional Skills 

modules and the Strategic 

Professional exams, which will 

be introduced in 2018.  

These changes ensure 

that students working 

towards membership are 

equipped with the skills 

that are needed and able 

to support businesses in 

reaching their goals. 

Members who have already 

completed the current ethics 

requirements of the ACCA 

Qualifi cation will still be able 

to fi nd real value in the new 

module, which will help them 

stay ahead of the curve. 

ACCA also offers a variety of 

other free CPD resources on 

ethics and professional skills 

– see box below.

All developments in 

the ACCA Qualifi cation, 

including the new module, 

have the full backing of 

regulators and continue to 

meet the rigorous standards 

set by the International 

Federation of Accountants.

In this way, ACCA members 

can continue to be proud of 

their membership, knowing 

we are protecting all that 

it stands for. And ACCA is 

able to have the utmost 

confi dence in its members 

as they seek to maintain 

the highest ethical and 

professional standards 

wherever they are in the real 

world. AB

Judith Bennett, ACCA’s 

director of professional 

qualifi cations

Eth
ics
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Chan Chun Sing said that Singapore’s accountancy fi rms 
must equip themselves for the global marketplace

Stay ahead of the game
Innovate, keep up-to-date with new developments and don’t let company culture hold 
you back: these were the messages at ACCA Singapore’s annual conference

The need for innovation, 
change and to prepare for 
the future was the focus of 
ACCA Singapore’s annual 
conference in July. The 
theme was ‘Innovating 
Business Models for a 
Sustainable Future’, and 
around 550 delegates 
attended the one-day event 
at Suntec Singapore.

Competition today 

is between business 

models, not just products 

and solutions, said 

keynote speaker Dr 

Michael Teng, assistant 

secretary general of the 

Singapore Manufacturing 

Federation and CEO of 

the Singapore Innovation 

and Productivity Institute.

He pointed to 

companies like Uber and 

Airbnb whose innovative 

business models had 

disrupted industries. ‘The 

largest taxi company, 

Uber, owns no taxis,’ 

he said. ‘The largest 

accommodations provider, 

Airbnb, doesn’t own 

physical properties.’ 

That is why companies 

need to fi nd new ways 

to capture, create, 

develop and deliver 

value to the customer 

and market – in other 

words, to have new and 

innovative business 

models. Product and 

process innovation alone is 

not enough, he said.

Teng pointed out that 

business model innovators 

will outperform product 

innovators and that 

companies that fail to 

come up with new business 

models will suffer. For 

existing companies looking 

to innovate, he proposed 

four strategies: identify the 

market niche, design the 

business model, navigate 

the corporate transformation 

process and execute swiftly 

and productively.

Identifying a market niche 

is basic and does not need 

to be technology focused, he 

said, pointing to US media 

mogul Ted Turner, who came 

up with the idea 

for an all-day 

cable news 

network that is 

now CNN.

However, 

having identifi ed 

the market niche, 

companies had 

to design an 

appropriate 

business model 

for it, and this 

would involve 

looking at who the key 

partners would be, the 

resources needed and 

how all this would fi t into 

the existing activities of 

the company. 

Corporate 

transformation, however, 

is not straightforward. For 

companies facing new 

competition, it involves 

knowing how to respond 

effectively in the face of 

disruptors. And failure to 

execute could doom the 

company to irrelevance.

Eclipsed by change
Kodak, Teng said, was an 

example of a company that 

had been left behind by 

the move towards digital 

photography even though 

it had pioneered many 

of the innovations that 

‘Today’s world is 
not about how 

much we know. 
More than how 
much we know, 

it’s about how 
current is our 

knowledge’
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Around 500 delegates attended the conference at 
Suntech Singapore 

The power of networking with other professions was a 
key point for discussion

From left: James Lee, Network Panel chairman; Amos 
Ng, outgoing Network Panel chairman; Chan Chun Sing; 
Leo Lee, deputy president, ACCA; and Reuter Chua, 
head, ACCA Singapore

made digital photography 

possible. Kodak could not 

change its mindset, it had 

poor corporate culture, 

had bad leadership and 

the wrong talent. And 

this led to the company 

being eclipsed by change, 

he said.

While Teng spoke about 

the need to have innovative 

business models, Chan 

Chun Sing, secretary-general 

of the National Trades 

Union Congress (NTUC) 

and Minister in the Prime 

Minister’s Offi ce, spoke 

about what was needed 

to enable the accountancy 

profession to thrive in the 

next three to fi ve years. He 

noted that the profession 

was at a crossroads and that 

some feared that technology 

or accountants in third-world 

countries would take away 

their jobs.

Sing said that there were 

three sets of factors that 

would determine if fi rms in 

Singapore would survive and 

thrive: whether they could 

expand outside the city-state, 

whether they could provide 

adjacent services beyond just 

accountancy, and whether 

the profession could ensure 

that accountants could be 

kept up-to-date with the 

latest developments.

Because the city-state is 

a small market, fi rms need 

to expand abroad, he said, 

noting that the Singapore 

brand was associated with 

trust, high standards and 

quality assurance. However, 

that was not enough. ‘Do we 

have the market knowledge, 

do we have the crossborder 

knowledge, the cultural 

knowledge, the technical 

knowledge, to compete 

overseas?’ he asked. That is 

where associations like the 

ACCA as well as NTUC’s 

U network could come in 

to equip people with the 

necessary knowledge, 

he said. The U-network 

supports workers in different 

economic segments, 

including U SME (small- and 

medium-sized enterprises), 

U Associates (professionals, 

managers and executives) 

and U FSE (freelancers and 

the self-employed).

Apart from venturing 

overseas, fi rms will also 

need to provide more than 

just accounting services. 

‘Today, the accountancy 

profession is not just pure 

accountancy; many people 

come for professional 

services,’ Sing said. 

‘Are we able to provide 

adjacent services?’ 

Network power
Sing noted that while big 

fi rms were confi dent that 

they had the competencies, 

others felt that they did not 

have the scale or capacity 

to provide more than 

accounting services. To get 

around this, he said, fi rms 

could join U Associates. ‘You 

are not depending on your 

own personal competencies 

to compete. You are trying 

to network with the rest of 

the other professions in the 

U Associate network.’ This 

would enable smaller fi rms to 

tie-up with non-accounting 
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The mood and themes of the day’s discussions were 
captured by an ‘artist-in-residence’

fi rms to offer a wider range 

of services.

Finally, he pointed out that 

accountants needed to have 

continuing education that 

was constant and up-to-

date. It is necessary but not 

suffi cient to go for yearly or 

even quarterly upgrading, 

he added. 

‘Today’s world is not about 

how much we know. More 

than how much we know, 

it’s about how current is our 

knowledge,’ Sing said.

The current process 

for creating new training 

modules is too slow, he 

said. ‘In today’s world, if 

we wait for the traditional 

schools and institutes of 

higher learning to fi gure 

out what is the latest 

market demand, take another 

few months to mobilise 

resources to curate that 

knowledge, take yet another 

few months to mobilise the 

trainees and the students to 

come forward and acquire 

this knowledge, the entire 

cycle is likely to be more than 

one to two years. 

‘In today’s fast moving 

economy, it is way too 

slow. If we compete on this 

kind of knowledge cycle, all 

of us will graduate with a 

history degree.’

Sing challenged ACCA 

and other professional 

bodies to speed up 

the process. ‘If a major 

development happens in the 

accounting profession today, 

can you have the latest 

and most relevant modules 

pushed to you, 

for you to pick 

the relevant 

knowledge 

and improve 

on your work 

processes, 

improve 

your products 

and services 

without 

having to wait 

for that one- to 

two-year cycle?’

Just in time
Short-circuiting the current 

knowledge cycle to provide 

just-in-time knowledge 

modules was something 

that the NTUC would like 

to pilot, in collaboration 

with professional groups 

and institutes of higher 

learning, he said. He added 

that he was optimistic that 

the accountancy profession 

in Singapore would thrive 

if it could successfully 

overcome the three 

challenges he outlined.

During the subsequent 

panel discussion, the 

panellists agreed that 

corporate culture was an 

important factor in ensuring 

that a transformation 

within a company would 

be successful.

Culture is a key to the 

successful transformation 

of a business, said Maggie 

McGhee, ACCA’s director, 

professional insights. 

While companies think that 

innovation is about taking 

ideas and implementing 

them, it actually goes 

beyond that. 

Teng agreed that culture 

is critical and pointed to the 

examples of companies like 

Kodak, Borders and Nokia. 

These companies recognised 

the threat from innovators but 

their cultures did not allow 

them to change, he said.

The event also featured 

deep-dive sessions into 

business model innovation 

in the public sector, in 

the corporate sector, 

in the fi nancial services 

sector and in professional 

advisory services. AB

Jimmy Yap, journalist

‘Can you have the 
latest modules 
pushed to you 

without having to 
wait for that one- 

to two-year cycle?’
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GECS survey gives positive outlook
ACCA’s latest Global Economic Conditions Survey (GECS) 

shows a positive global economic outlook despite a slight 

drop in confidence, compared with the last couple of years. 

The quarterly survey of finance professionals, including CFOs, 

conducted by ACCA and IMA (the Institute of Management 

Accountants) found that North America is the most confident 

region, followed by South Asia. Confidence levels are lowest in 

the Middle East. As in the previous survey, the biggest concern 

cited by respondents is rising costs, both in terms of wages 

and raw materials.

Download the report at bit.ly/ACCA-gecs2-17.

Shared success
A co-location initiative is enabling ACCA and CA ANZ staff 
to enjoy greater collaboration across Asia Pacific

Staff at ACCA Singapore 

recently welcomed a new 

team member to its state-

of-the-art offices in Raffles 

Place. CA ANZ relationship 

director Samantha Chan is 

among the first CA ANZ staff 

to co-locate, with more desk 

shares planned at offices 

in Kuala Lumpur and Hong 

Kong later this year. The 

move follows an agreement 

between ACCA and CA ANZ 

to co-locate staff to facilitate 

collaboration on key projects 

and initiatives under the 

strategic alliance. Chan took 

a few moments out of her 

busy schedule to talk about 

what the move means to her:

Q: You are a pioneer in the 
ACCA and CA ANZ co-
location project. How has 
it gone?
A: The ACCA team have 

been very welcoming and 

helpful with the move. I 

previously worked in a 

service office by myself 

so coming to an office 

environment with plenty of 

people around me has been 

a nice change!

Q: What are the benefits 
of sharing an office with 
ACCA staff?
A: As the relationship 

director for CA ANZ 

based in Singapore, my 

role involves looking after 

around 1,000 CA ANZ 

members in the city-state. 

Moving to the ACCA 

office means it is much 

easier to work together 

on collaborations and 

joint events. Plus we 

get to bounce ideas off 

each other.

Q: What do you enjoy most 
about the ACCA office?
A: The water views 

overlooking Marina 
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