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Welcome
Being bold enough to confront a social media crisis head on can mean the difference 
between an organisation weathering the storm or sinking without trace

Finally, it might sound strange to 

compare an Oreo – a chocolate and 

cream cookie sandwich that hails from 

the US – to an accountancy practice in 

Asia, but firms could learn a thing or 

two from Oreo manufacturer Nabisco 

on how it reinvented a biscuit to make 

it stand out on a supermarket shelf. On 

page 22, we find out how practices can 

innovate to bring in clients and thrive 

against the competition. AB

Colette Steckel, Asia editor

colette.steckel@accaglobal.com

If you do something wrong (or are 
perceived to have done wrong), is 
there a right way to admit it? Does it 
matter how and when you apologise 
as long as you ‘fess up and tell your 
stakeholders you are sorry? 

In an age where a corporation’s every 

move is scrutinised, social media has the 

ability to create a crisis out of anything 

from an advertising faux pas to a full-

scale business disaster. In our article 

on page 25, we offer some advice on 

crisis communications and social media 

engagement. Using the likes of Twitter 

as an early-warning system to pick up on 

public disgruntlement is key to nipping 

a social media crisis in the bud.

Transforming the ancient trade routes 

from China to Asia, Europe, the Middle 

East and Africa into a modern-day 

infrastructure network is ambitious. Yet, 

the Belt and Road initiative could have 

a massive impact on global economic 

cooperation and growth. On page 39, 

we delve into a recent report by ACCA, 

in conjunction with the Shanghai Stock 

Exchange, which considers the potential 

benefits to the 65 countries involved.

Using the likes of 
Twitter as an early-
warning system to 

pick up on public 
disgruntlement is 

key to nipping a 
social media crisis 

in the bud

Audit period July 2015 
to June 2016 151,120

ISSN No: 
1460-406X

Our alliance with CA ANZ
More about ACCA’s alliance with Chartered 
Accountants ANZ: accaglobal.com/alliance

Leadership
President: Brian McEnery FCCA
Deputy president: Leo Lee FCCA
Vice president: Robert Stenhouse FCCA
Chief executive: Helen Brand OBE

Member services
ACCA office details, page 66 
ACCA Connect: +44 (141)582 2000
members@accaglobal.com
accaglobal.com/members

About ACCA
ACCA (the Association of Chartered 

Certified Accountants) is the global 

body for professional accountants. It 

offers business-relevant, first-choice 

qualifications to people of application, 

ability and ambition who seek a 

rewarding career in accountancy, finance 

and management. ACCA supports its 

198,000 members and 486,000 students 

in 180 countries. accaglobal.com

Accounting and Business
The leading monthly magazine for 

finance professionals, available in seven 

different versions: China, Ireland, Malaysia, 

Singapore, UK, Africa and International.

* Magazine contacts, page 66

* Available in app and pdf

* AB Direct: weekly news bulletin

More at accaglobal.com/ab

3September 2017 Accounting and Business

AP_Welcome.indd   3 13/07/2017   15:18

www.accaglobal.com/ab
www.accaglobal.com
mailto:members.accaglobal.com
www.accaglobal.com/members
www.accaglobal.com/alliance
mailto:colette.steckel@accaglobal.com


 News

6 News in pictures 
A different view of 

recent headlines

8 News roundup
A digest of the latest 

news and developments

 Special reports

11 Be prepared
ACCA Hong Kong’s 

Annual Conference 

addressed the 

challenges of big data 

and the global market

14 Digital future
ACCA’s summits in 

Beijing, Shanghai and 

Guangzhou looked 

ahead

 Practice

20 The view from
Adrian Yeung of Deloitte 

China, plus practice news

21 Free your speech
How to become an 

effective communicator

22 Take the biscuit 
Follow the Oreo 

cookie’s lesson in market 

differentiation

 Corporate

24 The view from 

Saravanan 

Subramananyan 

of Publicis Groupe 

Resources, plus 
corporate news

25 Managing media fallout 
How you handle a crisis 
online is crucial 

28 The next step 
Mainland China’s CFOs 
must get ready as smart 
fi nance takes hold

30 All change in China 
A look at what the 
introduction of VAT will 
mean for companies

 Comment

17 Manu Bhaskaran 
Asia’s economic rebound 
is not at risk despite 
recent volatility

18 Cesar Bacani 
Finance professionals 
must break out of the 
Excel mindset 

19 Brian McEnery 
A new ACCA report 
shines a light on the 
shadow economy

 Insights

32 The cuneiform question
Tim Harford unravels the 
dawn of accountancy

11

11282522

06

4 Accounting and Business September 2017

CN_CON_contents.indd   4 13/07/2017   17:43



35 Graphics
People trust day-to-day 
technology but are still 
wary of robot

36  CPD  The dark side
Play your part in reducing 
the shadow economy

39 East meets West
China’s Belt and Road 
Initiative could transform 
trade links

42 Data drive
The latest in our series of 

articles with PwC looks at 

how the CFO can learn 

to love analytics 

 Careers

44  CPD  Be yourself Our 

talent doctor looks at 

the added value of 

‘authentic leadership’ 

 Management

46 Keep a clear head
Beware the dangers of 

cognitive bias in your 

decision-making

48 Time to change
Slay the dragons on your 

to-do list

 Technical

49  CPD  Test case 

The IASB has released 

an exposure draft on 

asset testing

52 Technical update 

The latest on audit, 

tax and fi nancial 
reporting

54  CPD  IFRS 17
Hong Kong insurers face 
big changes to products, 
systems and processes 

 People

56 Interview: Alvin Wan
We meet the corporate 
fi nance manager at 
Swire Pacifi c 

 Soft skills

59 Greater good
Employee volunteering 
benefi ts everyone

 ACCA

61 News 
ACCA Hong Kong’s 
Annual Employers’ 
Luncheon gives 
attendees food 
for thought

62 The next step
ACCA Hong Kong’s 
academic roundtable 
discussed the key issues 
of educating the next 
generation of fi nance 
professionals  

64 Members fi rst
Chief executive Helen 
Brand on exciting 
developments 

66 Update
ACCA and CA ANZ 
mark the fi rst anniversary 
of their alliance with a 
series of joint initiatives

42 46 6156

39

ACCA has 
operations in 57 

countries, and 24 
of these sit directly 

in the Belt and 
Road footprint

5September 2017 Accounting and Business

CN_CON_contents.indd   5 13/07/2017   17:21



6 Accounting and Business September 2017

AP_N_newsinpics.indd   6 13/07/2017   12:28



Dalian Wanda, founded 
by Wang Jianlin, has 
sold 91% of 13 tourism 
projects to developer 
Sunac as part of a deal 
worth US$9.3bn. Dalian 
Wanda is heavily in 
debt and delisted from 
the Hong Kong stock 
exchange last year.

Singapore’s Prime Minister 
Lee Hsien Loong had a 
meeting with US President 
Donald Trump during the 
G20 Summit in Hamburg, 
Germany, in July. The 
leaders reaffi rmed their 
countries’ bilateral 
ties and committed to 
working together.

Shell plans to spend 
US$1bn a year on 
clean energy by 2020. 
The company will 
develop opportunities 
in hydrogen fuel-cells, 
liquefi ed natural gas and 
next-generation biofuels 
for air travel, shipping 
and heavy freight.

Khairy Jamaluddin, 
Malaysia’s youth and 
sports minister and 
chairman of the Malaysian 
SEA Games organising 
committee, was confi dent 
the Kuala Lumpur event 
would exceed RM80m in 
sponsorship. Malaysia last 
hosted the games in 2001.
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Accounting for climate change
The G20 Task Force on Climate-Related Financial Disclosures 

has recommended four key themes for incorporating the effect 

of climate change into investment decisions. ACCA welcomes 

these guidelines – on governance, strategy, risk management 

and metrics and targets – as a useful framework for disclosure. 

Yen-pei Chen, subject manager – corporate reporting at ACCA, 

believes that the advice will be particularly helpful for companies 

preparing to report under the European Union’s directive on the 

disclosure of non-financial and diversity information. ‘Climate-

related disclosures, in our view, will be best integrated into the 

reporting of the impact of other material factors within the four 

thematic areas,’ she said. ACCA also welcomes the references to 

financial impact and the recommendation that this be reflected 

in financial statements. In particular, Chen added, climate-related 

risks could affect the carrying value of assets and goodwill, and 

in some cases going concern. ‘Accounting standard setters 

such as the IASB should be giving greater priority to closing the 

longstanding gap that exists in reporting the effect of pollutant 

pricing or emissions trading systems,’ she said. 

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

ACCA grows
ACCA has strengthened its 

global reach and influence 

with a 5.5% increase in 

membership, growing the 

organisation to more than 

198,000 members and 

486,000 students worldwide. 

Helen Brand OBE, ACCA’s 

chief executive commented: 

‘During 2016-17 we have 

seen a number of major 

initiatives come to fruition 

– from our strategic alliance 

with CA ANZ to the launch 

of our ground-breaking 

Professional accountants – 
the future research which 

examined the prospects of 

the accounting profession. 

We also announced major, 

future-proofing changes 

to the ACCA Qualification 

based on our findings. I’m 

pleased to see that these 

developments are being 

well-received by members, 

who have reported the 

highest level of satisfaction 

since 2013. I look forward 

to continuing our strong 

momentum in the coming 

year and onwards.’ See 

page 64.

Congratulations
Our congratulations to 

Paul Chan FCCA, who was 

appointed financial secretary 

in chief executive Carrie Lam’s 

new administration. Chan, 

who was a past president of 

ACCA Hong Kong, served 

as financial secretary in the 

previous administration, 

taking on the role in January 

2017. You can read more 

about Chan’s career as a 

finance professional and how 

he brings his accountancy 

skills to his position in 

public service in our 

interview from the June issue: 

bit.ly/AB-chan.

Audit objective
A majority of Hong Kong 

companies plan to increase 

investment in internal audit, 

joint research by KPMG 

and The Institute of Internal 

Auditors (IIA) Hong Kong 

has found. Respondents 

see the role of internal 

audit as becoming more 

instrumental in helping 

organisations achieve 

their strategic objectives. 

They also highlighted data 

analytics, understanding 

cyber and digitalisation 

risks among key priorities. 

Of those, insufficient use of 

data analytics is identified by 

40% of respondents as one 

of the challenges within their 

internal audit function. Only 

9% said they are fully utilising 

data analysis tools for all 

internal audit projects. 

CPD enhancement
The International 

Accounting Education 

Standards Board (IAESB) 

has proposed a revision 

of International Education 

Standard 7, Continuing 
Professional Development, 
which will emphasise 

learning and development 

within the accountancy 

profession. The proposed 

revisions enhance the 

current standard and 

encourage professional 

accountancy organisations 

to look at how their CPD 

systems are measured, 

monitored and enforced. 
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Location, location, location: the cost of SOX
Fifteen years after the passing of the US Sarbanes-Oxley Act, which tightened the rules on 

corporate governance, the costs of compliance weigh heavily on companies that operate in a 

number of locations, according to data from global consulting firm, Protiviti. 

Not enough hours in the day?
Protiviti’s research found that time devoted to Sarbanes-Oxley compliance activities increased 

for a majority of organisations last year.

$20bn
or greater

55% 60% 56% 51% 54% 61% 60%

$10bn to 
$19.99bn

$5bn to 
$9.99bn

$1bn to 
$4.99bn
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$999.99m

$100m to 
$499.99m

Less than
$100m 

US$657,383

US$936,667
US$1,066,406

US$1,350,000
US$1,561,000

1-3 4-6 7-9 10-12 > 12
Number of locations

Size of organisation

Hours devoted to SOX compliance increase

Mentoring women
HSBC, Walmart and 

Deloitte have joined forces 

to launch the Network of 

Executive Women Cross-

Organisation Mentorship 

Program (NEW), aiming to 

promote gender diversity 

in the local marketplace by 

supporting the development 

and advancement of future 

women leaders within the 

Southern China business 

community. The pilot 

programme will run over 

12 months and encompass 

100 participants across 

Hong Kong, Guangzhou 

and Shenzhen. Mentors will 

include both female and 

male senior leaders from 

HSBC, Walmart and Deloitte, 

who will be matched 

with high-performing 

female colleagues from 

participating organisations. 

BEPS milestone
Vietnam has become the 

100th jurisdiction to join the 

OECD’s Inclusive Framework 

on base erosion and profit 

shifting (BEPS), established 

in January 2016. The signing 

is seen as an important step 

forward by Vietnam in the 

international tax arena as 

well as in the Asia-Pacific 

region, where its active 

leadership as host and 

chair of the APEC Finance 

Ministers’ Process in 2017 

‘has been widely recognised 

in the support of the BEPS 

project and its consistent 

implementation throughout 

APEC economies’, the 

OECD stated. It added that 

being part of the inclusive 

the United Nations and the 

World Bank Group. 

Cyber strength 
EY has acquired the 

cybersecurity consulting 

division of Australian 

company Open Windows 

to create a centralised 

advisory platform for 

its Asia-Pacific clients. 

framework will facilitate the 

implementation of agreed 

minimum standards, as well 

as the peer review processes, 

and provide Vietnam with 

further support, including 

guidance under the Platform 

for Collaboration on Tax 

established among the 

International Monetary 

Foundation, the OECD, 

Commenting on the 

acquisition, Lynn Kraus, 

Oceania managing partner 

advisory, EY, said: ‘Open 

Windows gives us the 

foundation for creating 

a hub for our identity 

management capability 

across APAC and we will 

be investing in people 

and assets to build on 
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Hot off the press
The 14th edition of 

Accountancy Futures, ACCA’s 

forward-looking, twice-yearly 

journal, is now available. This 

edition focuses on trust and 

ethics. The cover feature 

looks at the fairness of the 

international tax system, in 

an article based on recent 

research carried out by ACCA, 

the International Federation 

of Accountants and Chartered 

Accountants ANZ. Elsewhere 

there are high-profile 

interviews with Kofi Annan, 

diplomat and former secretary 

general of the UN; Rachel 

Grimes, IFAC president; and 

Pamela Monroe Ellis FCCA, 

auditor general of Jamaica. 

This edition also includes 

features on countering 

corruption in the MENASA 

region, reporting on carbon 

emissions, and shared 

services as a smart choice 

for aspiring CFOs. It can be 

viewed at accaglobal.com/

futuresjournal.

IPO boost
IPO activity in Greater China 

remained strong in the first 

half of 2017, according to the 

EY Global IPO Market Study 
Report. Slowing GDP growth 

rate and tightened liquidity 

had a positive effect on 

stabilising the market.

New York (NYSE)

US$18.9

US$11.0
120

US$7.1

US$6.9

Total funds raised (US$bn)

Number of IPOs

126

69

44

Shanghai (SSE)

Shenzhen (SZSE and ChiNext)

Hong Kong (HKEx) and GEM

this regional capability. 

Our clients will benefit 

from access to integrated 

identity management 

advisory expertise, rather 

than having to engage a 

multitude of suppliers.’

Fintech progress
Ten fintech pilot apps have 

launched under the Hong 

Kong Monetary Authority’s 

Supervisory Sandbox 

initiative, established last 

September to trial the 

technology initiatives of 

authorised institutions 

prior to market entry. Eight 

more newly developed 

technologies are in the 

process of completing 

regulatory trials. Fintech 

development is seen 

as pivotal in forming an 

institutional framework that 

will enable Hong Kong 

to maintain its role as a 

financial services centre. 

The South China Morning 
Post quoted James Lloyd, 

fintech leader for EY, as 

saying that the speed of 

fintech development in the 

neighbouring mainland 

city of Shenzhen ‘has 

been a factor in pushing 

conversations in Hong 

Kong, and now there is a lot 

going on’. Eight more are in 

the process of completing 

regulatory trials.

Financial leg-up
The Asian Development 

Bank (ADB) has approved a 

US$400m policy-based loan 

to continue supporting the 

government of Indonesia’s 

reforms to develop a more 

inclusive financial sector. 

ADB also approved a 

technical assistance grant of 

US$800,000 to help promote 

increased access to finance, 

broaden financial literacy 

and enhance consumer 

protection. ‘Indonesia’s 

growth and development 

momentum can benefit 

from a far-reaching, 

sustainable and efficient 

financial sector,’ said Mohd 

Sani Ismail, an ADB senior 

financial sector specialist. 

‘ADB remains committed 

to supporting the 

government in improving 

its financial sector to make 

it more inclusive through 

the National Council for 

Financial Inclusion.’ 

Cyber partners
KPMG and University 

Malaysia of Computer 

Science & Engineering 

(UniMy) have decided 

to join forces to drive 

Malaysia’s capacity building 

in the cybersecurity field. 

The collaboration will 

enable industrial training 

and internship placement 

of undergraduates, 

mentorship of student 

projects, facilitate research 

and development, and 

encourage participation 

of UniMy students in the 

KPMG Cyber Security 

Challenge. Earlier this 

year, KPMG Malaysia set 

up a world-first cyber and 

digital hub providing an 

interactive environment that 

showcases cybersecurity 

threats and trends, how they 

affect critical information 

technology infrastructure, 

and how organisations can 

protect their assets and 

manage cybersecurity risks. 

Malley moves on
CPA Australia’s high-profile 

chief executive Alex Malley 

– author of the bestselling 

book The Naked CEO – has 

left the organisation amid 

growing controvesy over 

management of the body 

and public scrutiny of his 

salary. Malley has received 

a severance payment of 

AUS$4.9m, in accordance 

with his employment 

contract. His departure 

follows the resignation of 

half of CPA Australia’s board 

of directors. CPA Australia 

chairman and president 

Jim Dickson said: ‘The 

board decided to terminate 

Alex’s contract in order 

to allow CPA Australia, 

CPA Australia staff and 

Alex to move forward.’ 

An independent review of 

CPA Australia will undertake 

a comprehensive assessment 

of its governance. Adam 

Awty, chief operating 

officer, has been appointed 

interim CEO. AB 

Compiled by Peta Tomlinson, 

journalist
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ACCA Hong Kong’s guest of honour was Nicholas Yang, 
GBS, JP (fourth from left, fl anked by Alice Yip, ACCA 
Hong Kong chairman, and Leo Lee)

Up your game
With challenges from new technology and global competition, fi nance professionals 
must be prepared, delegates at ACCA Hong Kong’s Annual Conference heard

The rapid development of artifi cial intelligence, 
social media and cloud computing, blockchain 
technology and big data are all impacting on the 

way accountants and fi nancial professionals work, and both 
economies and regulations have to adapt.

‘Nowadays, fi nancial services providers are not limited to 

traditional fi nancial institutions, such as banks and insurance 

companies. Telecommunication companies, online business 

companies and start ups can all take up the role, utilising 

the internet,’ said Nicholas Yang, Hong Kong’s Secretary for 

Innovation and Technology. ‘We see that technologies have 

largely impacted fi nance professionals, including accountants.’ 

Yang was speaking during the ACCA Hong Kong Annual 

Conference 2017 in June. Entitled ‘Redefi ning Businesses for 

the New Normal’, the conference brought together more than 

500 fi nance professionals. 

‘Accountants, as well as other fi nance professionals, should 

always be responsive to industry trends and what is going 

on around the world to meet society’s expectations on our 

profession,’ said Leo Lee, , ACCA deputy president.

New business models
New technology has allowed for the emergence of 

new business models. In 2015, for example, Pizza Hut 

replaced around a million printed marketing leafl ets 

by adopting a cloud-based customer relationship 

management solution. 

‘If it rains, our app will send a message to our customers, 

saying why not order online on a rainy day. Do not look down 

on this simple message; we’ve seen it boost orders by 7%,’ 

said Ravel Lai, regional IT and digital director at Jardine 

Restaurant Group.

‘It is now quite common that we see big data help with 

marketing and sales; however, its function is not limited to 

that. Finance professionals, for example, could utilise big 

data in fi nancing and loan facilities to avoid bad debts,’ 

said Dr Toa Charm, chief public mission offi cer at Hong 

Kong Cyberport Management.

‘In the US, for example, we have seen technologies 

helping SMEs doing tax compliance that can bring 

down the company’s costs,’ said Kevin Tsui, associate 
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More than 500 members and guests were warmly 
welcomed by Alice Yip and Leo Lee

professor at the John E Walker department of economics 

at Clemson University in the US. ‘Hong Kong is well 

known for its user-friendly tax reporting system and 

we might not see the benefi ts in this area brought by 

new tech that much for now. Companies can see the 

convenience gradually.’ 

All this opened a discussion about whether accountants 

could be replaced by technology. ‘In the long term, some 

basic and easy tasks might be completed automatically,’ Yang 

said. ‘However, I believe that fi nance professionals, including 

accountants, are the backbone of Hong Kong as a world 

fi nancial and trade centre.’

‘Since going digital and adapting new tech is a sure trend, 

we should approach the issue in a positive way,’ Charm added. 

‘In the future, we can allot some easy and formulaic tasks to 

technologies, for example AI [artifi cial intelligence], so that 

we can have more time and room to be dedicated to more 

strategic issues.’ 

Hong Kong has slipped to 16th place in Cornell University’s 

Global Innovation Index – its lowest ever position – and some 

worry that the territory has been left behind. 

‘I used to be very proud of our Octopus as I believed it was 

one of the top-notch e-payment (systems); however, I have no 

idea how many other new e-payment (systems) have surpassed 

it. WeChat is a good example,’ Lai said.

In some ways, it seems more diffi cult for innovative business 

models, such as Uber, to prosper in Hong Kong. ‘We found 

that most fi nance units in Hong Kong still prefer to use banks 

for saving and fund transferring,’ said Alex Kong, founder and 

CEO, TNG Wallet, the fi rst licensed e-wallet in the city that 

can instantly send cash across borders to 15 countries in 15 

different currencies.

‘We have adopted new technologies that can process the 

whole background checking fast and accurately instead of 

pending for approval at the bank for a couple days or even 

weeks,’ Kong said.

Simon Loong, founder and CEO of WeLab, a fi ntech start 

up that creates seamless mobile lending experiences with 

competitive interest rates, agreed. He highlighted the use of 

new tech to hedge risk, a concern for fi nancial professionals, 

when talking about fi ntech.

‘We developed our own software designed to enable rapid 

credit assessments without compromising on accurate pricing. 

Making use of information provided by the customer as well 

as unstructured mobile big data, we effi ciently make credit 

decisions for individual borrowers within seconds,’ Loong 

explained. ‘Fintech, as compared to traditional fi nance, has an 

edge to use big data to screen off bad apples.’

Challenges and regulations
Innovation can generate opportunities but also disrupts 

traditional business models and regulations. 

On the challenges facing successful and established 

companies with considerable staff such as TV station TVB 

(which has more than 4,000 staff) which need to transform 

themselves in the face of digital disruption, SK Cheong, 

executive director and general manager said that it was 

important for management to be very determined in setting 

the vision for change and to communicate thoroughly 

throughout the large organisation. This requires patience, 

commitment and a clear vision of the change needed.

Another challenge for innovation in Hong Kong is 

regulation. Arthur Yuen JP, deputy chief executive at the 

Hong Kong Monetary Authority, highlighted the importance 

of regulation. ‘With any format of fi nancial institution 

that collects money from the public and puts into further 

investments, there is an “agency problem”, with a low degree 

of care’ he said. Without regulation ‘there will be a high 
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High-profi le speakers and seasoned industry experts 
shared insights on the challenges of new ways of working 
in the digital landscape

chance of problems emerging,’ he said. ‘We are not holding 

the sector back; instead, we would like to see it advancing in a 

more stable way.’

‘Innovation comes with risks. The key is that we need to 

manage the risks by establishing a robust internal control 

infrastructure to protect the interest of our users and other 

stakeholders,’ said John Lo, senior vice president and 

CFO at Tencent. ‘In growing our business, we should take 

calculated risk, as opposed to uncompensated risk, and 

work closely with regulators to ensure a regulatory environment 

that empowers innovation.’  

Ashley Law, CFO and COO at SF Express’s fi nancial services 

business group, shared his experience. ‘When mainland 

supervision authorities see new stuff coming out, their 

question will be “What are you doing?” instead of restricting 

the new thing immediately. In Hong Kong, most of the time, 

the authority understands what you are developing; however, 

their conversation with you would be: “I would like you to go 

ahead under this and that framework.” The philosophy differs 

a lot.’ 

Meanwhile, Dr Joseph Leung, vice chairman at the Hong 

Kong Retail Technology Industry Association, said regulators 

should step forward in public education on new technologies 

as well. ‘We should let every individual know that tech is 

coming and to lift up the user intelligence to a higher level,’ 

he said. ‘Users have a huge responsibility in approaching new 

techs’ hedging risks.’

Global shocks
And then there are unexpected global shocks like Brexit in 

the UK or the unexpected policies of US President Donald 

Trump, all of which impact on Hong Kong as a world-class 

fi nance centre. 

‘In the context of a low-interest rate and low-growth 

environment, we need to seek a new driving engine,’ said 

Fan Cheuk-wan, managing director and head of investment 

strategy and advisory Asia at HSBC Private Banking.

Experts believe that Asia, and China in particular, will lead 

the next round of globalisation while the Belt and Road 

initiative will inject new capital to fi ll the funding gaps for 

infrastructure development in the region. 

‘The initiative will largely increase the demand for 

relevant professionals in fi nancial services, trade and 

infrastructure,’ Fan said. 

Kelvin Lau, senior economist for Hong Kong at Standard 

Chartered, highlighted one of the more prominent risks faced 

by China’s economy: deleveraging. 

‘This will be a long-term battle,’ he said. ‘If credit is to 

keep growing at the 12% target rate… it means that China’s 

debt-to-GDP ratio will still be going up in the coming 

years, assuming having a matching nominal GDP growth 

rate is not sustainable. However, China would be on the right 

track if the rise in debt-to-GDP ratio is to slow down.’

At the same time, the city itself faces its own issues, as 

Leong Cheung, executive director for charities and community 

at The Hong Kong Jockey Club, pointed out.

‘The young generation now is quite sensitive to the 

establishment camp and has a trust issue with the business 

sector. This is new normal and a new challenge to any 

company,’ he said. 

And it is not only the fi nance department that is adopting 

new approaches to recruiting and maintaining the millennials, 

said Paul Chau, senior client partner for the global technology 

market at Korn Ferry.

‘Korn Ferry has conducted surveys which found that 

the millennials have a different view of work-life balance 

and values of engagement for their career development,’ 

Chau said. ‘According to a study by Professor Andrew 

Scott at Oxford University, in the past, a typical career 

life cycle was study, work with a couple of job changes, 

and then retire. Nowadays, a typical career life would 

involve more changes, switching between work and study 

for life fulfi lment and spending more time with the family, 

perhaps freelancing while pursuing another degree or 

community work, and then getting a full-time job again 

when there is fi nancial need. This is a new model in which 

employers will have to fi nd ways to retain employees and 

keep them engaged.’ AB 

Pearl Liu, journalist
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Speaking in Shanghai, Brian McEnery reinforced the 
message that fi nance professionals of the future must be 
equipped for a fast-changing business environment

Brave new world
Digitalisation, big data and the global market were among the key topics under 
discussion at ACCA’s annual summits in Beijing, Shanghai and Guangzhou

Few scenes in 
recent memory 
have highlighted 

the furious pace of 
technological innovation 
as the tears that Ke Jie, 
the best human player of 
the game Go, shed after 
being beaten by Google’s 
artifi cial intelligence-driven 
computer AlphaGo. The 
machine’s victory was so 
overwhelming that Ke 
said it played ‘like God’. 
Ke’s defeat came only a 
year after he insisted that 
no computer could ever 
outplay him.

Innovation is affecting everything from the way 

economies work to how individuals live life. It is driving 

the development of new businesses and redefi ning 

old ones. The technology revolution is also creating a 

challenging tug of war for a new generation of accountants 

and fi nance professionals.

On the one hand, they are still expected to be the book 

runners who provide accurate fi gures and fi nancial reports; on 

the other, they are urged to capture innovation and support, or 

even lead, corporate strategy and key initiatives. 

‘We know that fi nance professionals of the future will have 

to be equipped for challenges including fast-evolving digital 

technologies, changing expectations of consumers and 

businesses, and the volatility of the global economy,’ said 

ACCA president Brian McEnery. He repeated the message 

during three ACCA annual summits in China in May in Beijing, 

Shanghai and Guangzhou that focused on innovation, the 

future and new business models.

Digital world
The change is particularly visible in the context of the second 

largest economy in the world, China, where the digital 

economy was worth RMB22.77 trillion (US$3.3 trillion) in 2016 

and contributed 30.61% to GDP.

The widely held expectation is that the digital economy will 

continue to expand in volume and geographic scope, said Dr 

Steve Li, chief researcher at the Tencent Research Institute, 

speaking during the 2017 ACCA Southern China Annual 

Summit. For instance, the market share of cloud computing 

among China’s fi rst-tier cities dropped to 62.54% in 2016 from 

74.19% in 2015, while the share for second- and third-tier cities 

increased by almost 6%.

‘Companies and organisations in the second- and third-tier 

cities are buying and using more cloud computing,’ said Li.

At the ACCA Beijing Annual Summit, Chen Yugui, deputy 

president and secretary general of the Chinese Institute 

of Certifi ed Public Accountants, pointed out that ‘modern 

accountants should be digitalised, integrated with business 

and work without a boundary’.

For the accounting profession, there are multiple benefi ts 

that come from the digitalisation of the economy, including 

more effi ciency. Professor Qin Rongsheng, secretary general 

and president of the Beijing National Accounting Institute, 

said that ‘before, what accountants did was mainly post-event 

examination, such as quarterly reports, interim reports and 

annual reports, while with it [digitalisation] we can now provide 

real-time fi nance fi gures. For example, by the end of a day, 

we can already have all numbers at hand to analyse what is 
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In Guangzhou, Shi Chunmao described the importance 
of being ready to enter the global market

going on with the company. This provides us with a context of 

thinking ahead.’

Data is not only more timely but big data is also allowing 

for the use of greater variety of information. Speaking in 

Shanghai, Ben Tian, director of Alibaba Cloud Research 

Centre, predicted that in fi ve years all companies will be 

digital. ‘[All companies] should value their data and consider 

the commercial value from their data. For example, Microsoft 

bought LinkedIn at a high price. What is the factor behind 

that? It is their data assets. What that leads to is that every 

fi nance person and CFO should understand tech, data and 

learn to think digitally.’

The other side of the story is the fear that technology 

will replace the traditional role of accountants and fi nance 

professionals. However, Tian says, fi nance professionals will 

increasingly take up more strategic roles. 

‘Which big data to buy and how to use such a large amount 

of data requires judgment calls made by fi nance professionals,’ 

he said, adding that presentation and communication skills will 

be vital to enable effective reporting on data.’ 

Going global
Accountants in China are facing a number of catalysts that 

could speed up the adoption of technology such as the Belt 

and Road initiative, which has the potential to reshape the 

country’s economy. ‘Here in China, the Going Global strategy 

and Belt and Road initiatives have brought huge opportunities 

for Chinese enterprises, as well as for ACCA members, across 

various business sectors,’ said McEnery.

But there are a number of challenges. Ricky Wong, 

regional managing partner at KPMG Southern China, said in 

Guangzhou that about half of all overseas investments from 

China did not meet expectations for multiple reasons. 

‘Finance people should participate in your company’s 

overseas investment projects as soon as possible,’ Wong 

said, adding that fi nance professionals should pay attention 

to particular areas when dealing with overseas acquisitions. 

Two examples are valuation and due diligence reports. When 

planning spinoff companies, fi nance people must work to 

make the right calls on issues such as fi nancials, costs and 

potential markets. 

Wang Can, senior vice president and CFO of Fosun Group, 

agreed that Chinese companies should be cautious and 

strategic when bidding for foreign business, and one of his 

main criteria is whether the target company’s business can 

interact with the existing one. 

‘We’ve also met some bumps, especially in the US and 

Europe where markets have been stabilised and reached 

saturation point,’ he says. ‘We always talk about synergy. 

The way I see it is whether it can have a synergy effect with my 

China market and Chinese customers.’

A case in point was the company’s acquisition of Paris-based 

Club Med, which was losing money before Fosun acquired it in 

2015. ‘I saw room and potential there as 70% of its customers 

were local people in France and only 20,000 were Chinese 

compared to the one million Chinese tourists that visit France 

every year,’ Wang said. ‘Last year, the company reported profi t 

of €8m.’

Going abroad also means that companies must face a lot 

of uncertainties where every small detail could be fatal,’ said 

Zhang Jianyong, vice president and CFO at Beijing Automotive 

Group, speaking in Beijing. At a practical level, the fi nance 

function has an integral role to play in ensuring companies work 

effectively with partners, plan strategically as projects evolve 

and fully evaluate operations, and Zhang pointed out that 

currency risk is a key consideration. ‘Any policy, such as foreign 

currency restrictions and capital restriction, could lead to turmoil 

in exchange rates and might end up in the failure of a company,’ 

he said. ‘For example, if the Russian currency depreciates 

overnight, we would see our sales in vehicles in Russia slump. 

How to hedge these risks and be prepared is key.’ 

Shi Chunmao, senior vice president and chief accountant 

at technology conglomerate ZTE, echoed this view. ‘It 

would be extremely tough for a company to go out if your 

fi nance unit was walking on a treadmill. Currently we have 

an internal exchange settlement scheme in our fi nance 

team to support the company’s going-out strategy,’ he said, 

adding that they also keep a close eye on commercial and 

business, loans and fi nancing, cash and liquidity management, 

accounting and derivatives.

As one of the pioneering Chinese companies going abroad, 

China National Offshore Oil Corporation (CNOOC) has 
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Panelists in Beijing discussed the challenges that 
the digital revolution is presenting to today’s fi nance 
professionals, such as dealing with big data

developed a set of case studies to develop best practices. ‘Due 

to the nature of our business... we actually adopted the going 

out strategy from day one,’ said Li Peng, vice general manager 

at CNOOC Finance Corporation.  

‘We are learning from overseas markets and companies 

but we realised that we must build up our own theory 

instead of being a copycat,’ he said. ‘We require our 

professionals to write white papers for every project they 

follow and in those reports they should write down their 

thoughts and reasons behind every critical decision they 

made. We have now compiled the past fi ve years of cases 

into a book and I believe that it is more relevant to us than 

attending outside training programmes.’

‘Finance people should have a good vision of their 

company’s asset portfolio,’ Li continued. ‘There are good 

times and bad times in every industry. When you see 

favouring circumstances in your industry, it is always easy to 

get funds from investors; however, when you are in a tight fi x, 

you are operating a company with negative cash and zero 

capital injection. In that situation, if you can get extra money 

through asset realisation to keep the company alive just one 

more week or month [longer than your competitors], your 

company will be the one that can embrace the next good time 

of the industry.’

Changing business models
Digitalisation and the exploration of new markets both 

have the potential to alter the way a fi nance professional, a 

company, an industry and even the whole economy work. And 

the number of new business models is snowballing. 

‘We see the rise of startups and young entrepreneurs; new 

ways of approaching problems; the growth of network; the 

changing shape of the world economy; the rising of China, 

environmental issues emerging; and, of course, rapidly 

developed technologies and all these leads to the changing 

business models,’ said Jimmy Greer, head of sustainability, 

professional insights, at ACCA.

ACCA recently launched a set of new ‘business models 

of the future’, including platform-based businesses, 

mass customisation 2.0, frugal, modern barter, ‘pay what 

you want’ and mega-hyperlocal. And these new models 

are not only designed for new enterprises; established 

companies, such as Mercedes-Benz, are embracing these 

innovative concepts.

Grace Cheng, CFO at Mercedes-Benz Parts Manufacturing 

& Services, said the company is adapting the platform idea 

and launching a car-to-go campaign. ‘It is like the hotly 

discussed sharing bikes; instead, we are sharing our SMARTs,’ 

she explained. ‘As long as you are registered on our platform, 

you can see how many and where SMARTs are available for 

you to drive. We’ve already put the pilot programme in trial 

in Australia and it has been well received; we are considering 

launching in Chongqing in China. We are a traditional vehicle 

manufacturer, but we also would like to join the new wave and 

this is our fi rst step.’

Finance professionals play a critical role in helping startups 

or established companies adopt new business models. 

‘When you ride a bike, you do not need [a monitor] when 

you are riding at a meter per minute, but when you are 

riding at a higher speed, you need something to monitor 

how you ride otherwise there will be an accident. Financial 

talents are that monitor,’ said Zheng Wencheng, CEO of 

Hyphen Education.

Zhong Wenming, president of QingTing FM, agreed: ‘At 

different stages, we need different skills from fi nance people. 

At the very beginning, we might just have an accountant. Later, 

we need a fi nance analyst to monitor whether we are doing 

as we expected and what are the problems we have. Then we 

need risk control and regulation compliance when we further 

expand. Probably, at the next stage, we will be launching an 

IPO or doing other fi nancing activities... The earlier you have a 

fi nance partner the better.’

Looking forward
Professional accountants are essential to provide strong advice 

on navigating challenges and making sure that businesses fully 

exploit the opportunities and manage risks. To do this, the fi rst 

thing they need is an open mind.

‘IBM is 105 years old and we are still evolving. We are now 

applying blockchain tech with our suppliers, which leads to 

fewer disputes – in other words, lower risk,’ said Zhao Di, CFO 

at IBM China. ‘CFOs and fi nance people should adjust our 

mind, embracing new trends, instead of refusing innovations 

and new concepts.’ AB

Pearl Liu, journalist 
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It’s not unusual at 
this stage of the 

economic cycle for 
growth to become 

more volatile

Don’t write off the upturn
Despite some concerns that the economic rebound in Asia is faltering, Manu 
Bhaskaran is confident that its broad-based strength will contain the downsides  

Brazil are coming out of a bad patch, 

while Turkey is holding up. 

Third, better economic activity is 

stimulating trade across these countries. 

Commodity prices are also likely to be 

better supported – both positive for 

Asian economies. 

Fourth, the commodity whose price 

has fallen recently is oil and that should 

be a net positive, especially for Europe 

and emerging economies such as 

India and Thailand, which are heavily 

dependent on imports of energy. 

Finally, domestic demand in Asia is 

also gathering momentum. Several of 

the headwinds that hurt Asia in the past 

two years are dissipating. Improving 

weather is helping agricultural 

production and rural incomes in 

countries as diverse as India, Indonesia 

and Malaysia. Large infrastructure 

development programmes are also 

finally taking off in many parts of the 

region, which should boost demand. 

Against all this, there are some 

areas of concern – but in each of 

these, we believe that the downsides 

can be contained. This applies to 

protectionsim: US president Donald 

Trump is likely to concentrate on just a 

few countries such as China and Mexico. 

On global financial stresses, there is 

nothing to suggest a major crisis large 

enough to hurt the world economy. 

The same can be said about China – 

policymakers there have what it takes to 

keep the economy on an even keel. The 

bottom line is that we see further upside 

to the Asian economic recovery. AB

Manu Bhaskaran is CEO of Centennial 

Asia Advisors in Singapore

After several months of good economic 
news, there are concerns that the 
economic rebound in Asia might be 
stalling. These observers worry that 
the export-led recovery has been 
overly reliant on a technology cycle 
that they fear is peaking. Others worry 
that financial conditions could tighten; 
and some see protectionist measures 
intensifying.  

Our view is that it is not unusual at 

this stage of the economic cycle for 

growth to become more volatile: there 

may well be one-off factors that cause 

fluctuations from quarter to quarter. 

However, we do not believe that this 

apparent slowing is the beginning of a 

new phase of sluggish growth in Asia. 

There are multiple drivers of recovery, 

which give it broad-based strength. First, 

the big three powerhouses of the global 

economy – the US, Europe and Japan 

– are on track for reasonably robust 

economic performance in 2017 and 2018, 

which means that their appetite for Asian 

exports is likely to continue. 

The OECD’s composite lead 

indicators are pointing to slightly above 

trend growth for the group of rich 

nations as a whole. As the US economic 

bounce continues, it is heartening to 

see economic indicators in Europe and 

Japan also flashing positively.  

Second, improvements in the large 

emerging economies are also evident. 

China’s latest purchasing manager 

indices show strengthening prospects 

even though policymakers are reining 

in credit growth to prevent housing 

bubbles from expanding too fast. India 

is set to gain momentum after slowing 

sharply in recent quarters. Russia and 
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Not everyone is 
willing to give up 
on spreadsheets. 

That is something 
that CFOs must be 

sensitive to

Spreadsheet conundrum 
Does the spreadsheet have a role in the digital world? Not all finance professionals are 
happy to give up on manual processing, finds Cesar Bacani

company and industry knowledge and 

historical memory that could be lost if 

existing staff were to leave.

The agriculture sector CFO said the 

plan was to win buy-in from the finance 

team by involving them in the selection, 

design and deployment of the new 

systems, which would be cloud-based, 

in order to leverage on the flexibility, 

automatic upgrades, opex rather than 

capex, and other cloud benefits.

Is there room for spreadsheets? 

‘Excel is the enemy,’ declared one 

chief information officer, who was 

perhaps only half-joking. If he had 

his way, his logistics company would 

ban spreadsheets entirely. From 

experience, he said, finance folks would 

neglect the new system in favour of 

Excel if they could. 

Manual spreadsheets can also cause 

confusion if they differ from the new 

system’s outputs. One of the vaunted 

advantages of deploying a cloud-based 

ERP and other new systems is that the 

company is supposed to have only one 

version of the facts – something that 

rogue spreadsheets could impair.

But it seems that even purveyors of 

real-time software recognise that Excel 

is far too ingrained in finance. 

So where does that leave finance? 

Nowhere, if finance professionals 

remain mired in Excel. But for those 

willing to let go of the past and 

move on to analytics, forecasting and 

business partnering, expertise in the 

digital world  could bring new levels of 

influence and respect.  AB

Cesar Bacani is editor-in-chief of 

CFO Innovation

At a roundtable discussion with finance 
and IT executives in Bangkok in June, 
I was struck by the comments of the 
CFO of one regional hotel chain. He 
said that when his company deployed 
a financial-management software suite, 
several long-serving members of the 
finance function resigned. 

And the CFO did not stop them. 

‘They had become too dependent on 

Excel,’ he said. ‘They were experts in 

navigating the spreadsheets to get the 

answers.’ They were lost when faced 

with software designed to generate up-

to-the minute dashboards and reports.

But wasn’t the new system supposed 

to be user-friendly and automated? 

That meant the finance team would be 

freed from the grunt work, giving them 

more time for business partnering, 

analytics, forecasting and other higher 

value activities.

The reality, at least according to 

this CFO and several others in the 

roundtable, is that not everyone is 

willing to give up on spreadsheets 

and manual processing. And that is 

something that CFOs transforming the 

finance function must be sensitive to in 

the context of change management.

This was partly the reason why 

another CFO, whose company is in the 

agriculture sector, had set the timetable 

for technology transformation at five 

years. ‘The end-state is clear: everything 

will be on the cloud,’ she said. But the 

pace of deployment and change will be 

slow and deliberate.

The preference was to retain as many 

of the finance team as possible, given 

the talent shortage in Thailand and 

elsewhere in the region, and given the 
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Holistic view

ACCA has published its latest 
integrated report. You can read it at 
annualreport.accaglobal.com

Hidden treasure
Managing the shadow economy requires action at all levels, including embracing it as 
a possible source of innovation and growth, says ACCA president Brian McEnery

It is fantastic to see our professional 

insights team shining some light on 

the shadows with this paper. The more 

we open up the discussion, the more 

we can be aware of the status quo and 

its risks and nuances – and move on 

towards solutions. AB

Brian McEnery is a partner specialising 

in corporate restructuring and 

healthcare consulting at BDO in Ireland

A recent ACCA report has drawn 
attention to the shadow economy – 
that is, goods and services paid for in 
cash and deliberately concealed from 
public authorities (in particular, the 
taxman). The report estimates that by 
2025 the shadow economy will account 
for an average of 21% of global GDP, a 
fall from the 23% of 2011 (see page 36).

A remarkably large proportion of 

economic activity remains concealed, 

and that brings with it a number of 

practical and ethical issues. It falls to us 

as professional accountants to observe, 

report and manage those issues.

While governments end up with a 

smaller tax take, at the coalface of the 

untaxed and unlawful economy, workers 

are at risk from unregulated conditions. 

But it is also true that some evolving 

businesses and business models find the 

traditional economy not fit for purpose, 

and are consequently forced into the 

shadows: the sharing economy is one 

that springs to mind. 

There is a very interesting role for 

professional accountants to play here. 

In an ideal world, we would be dealing 

only with customers and clients who 

operate entirely within the limits of the 

legally defined economy. In practice, 

though, the situation is often not so 

black and white, and part of our role is 

to monitor developments in business, 

business models, rules and regulations, 

and help to shape the developments 

that ensure businesses are sufficiently 

well informed and motivated to operate 

within these constraints.

The report, which covers 28 countries 

all over the world, has some useful 

recommendations for accountants. 

While the shadow economy presents a 

minefield of risk – not least reputational 

– it offers opportunities for accountants 

to help clients in transitioning from 

informal to formal status. 

Some of the ways that we can start 

to deal with the shadow economies 

around the world include developing 

robust country-specific guidance and 

procedures, developing mechanisms 

for handling the interface between 

businesses in the formal and shadow 

economies, working together with 

policymakers and labour market 

experts, and developing education 

offerings and ideas on the topic.
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Farlinger to lead BDO
Keith Farlinger, former CEO of BDO 

Canada and currently a member of the 

network’s global leadership team in 

the role of CEO Americas, will succeed 

Martin van Roekel as CEO of the 

international BDO network. Elected 

unanimously by the global board, 

Farlinger will take up the position on 1 

November. Van Roekel will stay on in 

the capacity of vice chairman of BDO. 

In this new role he will work closely with 

the global board and the CEO to deal 

with a number of the network’s strategic 

priorities, one of which will be mainland 

China and Hong Kong. 

Faster companies
Deloitte has launched its first Deloitte 

Technology Fast 20 (TF20) and Rising 

Star programmes in Hong Kong, 

both of which aim to recognise 

fast-growing companies with viable 

business models and encourage the 

development of the most innovative 

and promising industries in the 

region. Winners of Hong Kong TF20 

will compete with their peers across 

mainland China, many of whom have 

emerged from previous programmes 

to become global technology giants, 

with notable winners including Tencent, 

Baidu and Alibaba. 

The view from
Adrian Yeung FCCA, associate director, financial 
services, Deloitte China, Hong Kong

Hong Kong is a key 
international financial 
centre and the world’s 
freest economy. We have 

world-class infrastructure, a 

sound legal system, simple 

and low tax rates, monetary 

and trade freedom, an 

effective government and a low crime 

rate. All the support you need for a 

business can be found in Hong Kong. 

Also, the strategic position in Asia 

Pacific, the world’s fastest-growing 

region, provides plenty of opportunities.

There is now a stronger bond between 
Hong Kong and China than during the 
1990s. I can’t deny that cities such as 

Shanghai, Beijing and Shenzhen are 

challenging our status and Hong Kong 

society is losing some harmony and 

direction, but it’s one of the reasons why 

we must remain competitive. 

 

I have been very lucky to work in 
Deloitte for more than 10 years. 
Becoming a partner is my short-term 

career goal. This isn’t just for myself but 

for my teammates; I want to be a lively 

example that a career path in Deloitte is 

sound and clear. But I strongly believe 

that life is not complete without family, 

friends, laughter and passion, so I also 

pay a lot of attention to my personal life. 

I want the world to be better and that 
is one of the reasons I joined ACCA 
Hong Kong’s Charity Task Force. ACCA 
Hong Kong has been working hard to 

help the grassroots population and we 

donate a considerable amount to NGOs 

every year. AB

I want to be a 
lively example that 

a career path in 
Deloitte is sound 

and clear

Accounting is an art. This 

was the main reason I chose 

it as my major and why I’ve 

pursued a career in finance. 

The industry is looking for all-

round professionals who can 

provide advice on controls, 

regulations and impact on 

the changes in accounting standards. 

As a CPA, you must keep learning and 

ensure you have the most up-to-date 

industry knowledge. This makes my job 

more challenging, yet interesting.

I lead two sub-teams: one handles 
financial audit and advisory on IPOs, 
the other accounting and regulatory 
advisory. With more than 10 years’ 

experience, I have an in-depth 

knowledge of the financial services 

industry, including investment banking, 

securities brokering, investment 

management and private equity. The 

most interesting part of my work is 

dealing with different people, including 

clients, regulators and colleagues. This 

is a lifelong journey to learn from others 

and share experiences. 

us$224tn
The size of the gap in the world’s six 
largest pension systems – the US, UK, 

Japan, Netherlands, Canada 
and Australia – expected 
by 2050. This rises to 
US$400 trillion if you 
include China and India.
Source: World 
Economic Forum 
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Speak up!
Having trouble getting your voice heard in client meetings? Or do you tend to hog 
the limelight? Ally Yates gives five strategies for effective communication

The greater part of the business day is 
spent in meetings but it’s all too easy 
to fall into common behavioural traps. 
For example, you can find yourself 
withdrawing, only to regret it later, 
wishing you had spoken up. On the 
other hand, fuelled by the strength of 
your convictions or bolstered by your 
expertise you can risk dominating 
the interaction, leaving little room 
to explore your client’s perspective. 
Between these two extremes lies the 
more fertile and balanced ground 
of engagement, where both parties 
contribute to the discussion and where 
both are heard and understood.

Behaviourally, there are five strategies 

that provide a solid foundation for 

fostering engagement:

1. Ask questions. A mantra for skilful 

behaviour in meetings is this: give 

less, ask more, ask better. The intent 

is to help you build your client 

interactions around inquiry. Being 

curious rather than judgmental is 

one of the most powerful ways to 

ensure you’re heard and to build 

the relationships that will help you 

towards success. Ask clients for 

their ideas, their thoughts and their 

idea; rather than reject it outright, 

take an element that you like and 

work with that. It’s a powerful way to 

build relationships, improve climate 

and gain momentum.

4. Summarise. You can help the entire 

meeting by summarising key points 

at regular intervals. In studies on 

skilful behaviours across a range 

of work situations, summarising 

regularly shows up as a helpful, yet 

still relatively uncommon, behaviour. 

One of the reasons it’s rare is 

because to summarise accurately, 

as with building, you have to be a 

good listener rather than focusing 

on your own agenda.

5. Label. A behaviour label is a 

device that announces the 

behaviour that you’re going to 

use next. For example: ‘Can I just 

ask a question?’, followed by a 

question, or ‘I’d like to add some 

information here’, followed by 

giving information. Labelling helps 

command attention and creates the 

space for you to be heard.

Building your awareness of these 

strategies and taking opportunities to 

practise them will help you to create 

greater engagement in meetings, 

securing a good rate of return on the 

time you’ve invested. Building new 

behavioural muscle will increase your 

flexibility and expand your repertoire, 

ensuring that your voice is heard in 

meetings for the right reasons. AB

Ally Yates is the author of Utter 
Confidence: How what you say and do 
influences your effectiveness in business

reactions: ‘How do you think we 

should do this?’, ‘What’s your basis 

for saying that?’, ‘How do you feel 

about what’s been discussed so 

far?’ Questions also help to provide 

clarity, ensuring people leave with 

the same level of understanding.

2. Vary your contributions. The 

default inputs in meetings fall into 

a category of behaviour known as 

‘giving information’. This includes 

making statements of fact and giving 

an opinion or reasons. Meetings 

deemed as ‘successful’ tend to score 

lower on this category compared 

with average or unsuccessful ones. 

Research into effective meeting 

behaviours has revealed a number of 

more effective alternatives, three of 

which are outlined below.

3. Build. This is used by the most skilful 

individuals and involves adding to or 

modifying a proposal or suggestion. 

Building relies on your ability to 

listen; done authentically, it also 

demonstrates that your interest 

lies with the people generating the 

ideas, rather than competing with 

your own. A further use is as an 

alternative to disagreeing with an 
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Embrace your inner Oreo
To avoid being lost in a sea of sameness, accounting firms should think about 
their offerings as if they were products on a supermarket shelf

innovated. ‘That’s when you began 

to see Golden Oreos and Oreos with 

fillings like peanut butter, mint, lemon 

and many more.’ Those new flavours 

of an established favourite sparked a 

new growth phase for the business. 

By reinventing the Oreo, the company 

was able to update what it was doing 

in a way that boosted revenue from its 

product line.

Accounting’s equivalent is to rethink 

service offerings as if they were 

products on a supermarket shelf. In 

other words, take an intangible, and 

make it appear tangible.

‘You put your offering into a figurative 

box, label it and tie it up with a bow,’ 

Tolin explains. ‘Give it a name that 

you register as intellectual property. 

You then describe what you do as if it 

were a product, so people 

can easily understand what 

Accounting firms exist to help other 
businesses. But in minding others’ 
bottom lines, do they sometimes 
neglect their own?

After nearly two decades of marketing 

for accounting firms of all sizes, Katie 

Tolin believes so. But she has ideas 

on how to reverse that, disseminated 

though her own small business, CPA 

Growth Guides, established in 2015.

What Tolin discovered through her 

work is that most accounting firms aren’t 

run like traditional businesses. ‘Rather, 

partners in a firm oversee its operations, 

and their hands-on business experience 

is often limited to doing good work 

serving clients and waiting for referrals,’ 

she explains.  ‘Too many don’t 

grasp the role that business 

operations like 

marketing, business 

development, IT, 

HR and recruiting 

play in driving 

a firm forward. 

Sometimes these 

functions are 

afterthoughts and 

not instrumental 

parts of business 

strategy. This has 

created a sea of 

sameness.’

Nearly all CPA 

firms ‘sell’ the same 

things, deliver 

them in the same 

way and even talk 

about them in the 

same language, 

Tolin continued. 

‘It’s become almost 

impossible to differentiate one firm from 

another. This is further complicated 

by the fact that most are general 

practice firms and can do everything for 

everyone. When you think of yourself 

in that way, how are you any different 

than a discount department store like 

Walmart that sells everything from 

groceries to tyres to baby cribs?’

Walmart sells so much stuff that its 

market position is to compete on price, 

Tolin argues. And she’s seeing some 

accounting firms leaning that way, too 

–  leading her to ask: ‘Is that really the 

market space we want to be in?’ 

When firms have reached a mature 

stage of practice – they have a good 

client base, they’re making money, 

competitors have noticed 

– they may also have 

reached the tipping 

point in terms of their 

own growth. This is 

the time to innovate, 

Tolin says, or risk 

going backwards.

Her favourite analogy 

is the Oreo cookie. 

It’s basically a chocolate 

sandwich with cream 

in between, but at 

the height of the 

product’s popularity, 

manufacturer Nabisco 

By reinventing 
the Oreo with 

new fillings like 
peanut butter and 

mint, Nabisco 
was able to boost 
revenue from its 

product line
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Innovative ways to reach clients
Eight years ago, five Australian accountants seeking to ‘cut the professional mould’ 

established startup firm BlueRock. Their venture has grown to a team of more than 

150 professionals spread across six divisions – accounting, legal, finance, digital, 

general insurance and private wealth – and annual revenues of AUD$15m.

Dean Godfrey, COO, attributes this growth to a healthy focus on technology. 

‘We’re all about finding innovative ways to help our clients become more efficient,’ 

he says. ‘Keeping a strong relationship with our clients has always been an important 

part of our philosophy and technology has helped us maintain these relationships.’ 

Forecasting, budgets, cashflow management and tax compliance remain the 

bread-and-butter work for the accounting and wealth arms of the business, but 

the firm’s progressive technology strategy – including a quirky website – shows 

its determination to offer something different. ‘We’re innovative, entrepreneurial 

and we genuinely test and develop new ideas and solutions,’ adds Ryan Kagan, 

digital director.

Establishing a dedicated business arm
KPMG’s establishment of a dedicated business arm to serve SMEs – a market 

segment not traditionally dominant among the Big Four – is an example of an 

established firm innovating to drive new revenue streams.

KPMG Enterprise was formally launched as a brand in 2014. Now offered by over 

90 member firms, it represents close to 40% of KPMG’s global revenue.

Clients including family businesses, startups and entrepreneurs are able to 

access cutting-edge digital technology for their financial needs. Agile platforms 

allowing for online accounting and tax services via the cloud combine with KPMG’s 

expertise to deliver streamlined and interactive efficiency that keeps personal 

service at its core.

‘Globally the mid-market has been a strong focus for KPMG and the success of 

our Enterprise offices around the world attests to our belief in the power of SMEs,’ 

says Rob Bazzani, national managing partner Enterprise, Australia.

‘The mid-market is the heartbeat of a nation. It is in the small-to-medium 

sector that we often see the greatest innovation and growth, and we have found 

that our clients respond very positively to developments in technology and new 

processes that will assist in driving change and making their organisations even 

more profitable.’ 

and only work for them,’ Tolin said. 

‘This leads to a deeper understanding, 

increased efficiency and a stronger 

business. Slightly larger firms are 

now trying to figure out how to 

include packaging in what they do 

as this strategy is making its way 

up market.’

Finally, Tolin argues that ‘you can have 

they are buying from you and what 

they get for the dollars invested. This 

helps your box stand out from your 

competitors.’ Imagine the cereal aisle in 

a supermarket, she continues, you know 

what you’re going to get just by looking 

at the box.

So in the ‘tax aisle’ of a CPA business, 

there might be different ‘boxes’ for 

contractors, manufacturers and retail 

customers, for whom the same tax return 

is delivered, ‘but it’s done in unique ways 

that resonate with each individual buyer 

group,’ says Tolin. ‘You’ll want to have 

similar aisles for accounting, audit and all 

the services you sell.’  

Tolin is based in Ohio, US, but 

believes these ideas are universal.

‘No matter where you are located 

in the world, it’s about understanding 

where your services are in their lifecycle, 

and innovating as a way to drive new 

revenue. However, how you market this 

– including the words and tactics used 

– will vary based on region, country and 

even culture.’ 

She notes that more firms are 

beginning to adopt product 

management and innovation, and 

thereby creating ‘waves of change’. 

 ‘Some larger firms here in the US 

have appointed chief innovation officers 

or ensured innovation is someone’s 

job responsibility,’ Tolin said. ‘They 

are beginning to push out changes 

in mature offerings. Most notably, 

we’re seeing how big data and the 

use of technology is changing the way 

audits are conducted. This change 

will eventually make its way down to 

smaller firms.’

Smaller firms are ‘excelling at 

packaging their offerings’, she adds. 

‘They are taking multiple services and 

bundling them together and selling 

them as a single service.’ 

Some are only selling these bundled 

services to specific markets. ‘They 

identified who they are targeting 

the best innovation in the world, but 

you still have to know how to market 

it’. Firms owe it to themselves to have 

on board ‘someone who understands 

the science of marketing and can help 

you capitalise on that to gain more 

profitable clients,’ she says. AB

Peta Tomlinson, journalist 
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Digitally savvy 
Some 19% of the world’s top 2,500 

companies have appointed a chief 

digital officer (CDO) to oversee the 

digital transformation of their business, 

according to a study from Strategy&, 

PwC’s strategy consulting business. 

This is a threefold increase on the 6% 

recorded last year. But whereas European 

companies are hiring CDOs at faster 

rates (38% in Europe versus 23% in 

North America), only 7% are doing so in 

Asia Pacific. However, Pierre Legrand, 

technology consulting leader, PwC South 

East Asian Consulting, expects the take-

up rate to grow significantly. 

Shining light
According to Hans Hoogervorst, 

chairman of the International Accounting 

Standards Board, high-quality 

accounting ‘provides an early-warning 

system to detect changes in the 

company’s risks and its performance,’ 

Hoogervorst said in a speech on IFRS 17 

and its contribution to financial stability, 

delivered at the IFRS Foundation 

conference in Amsterdam. He noted that 

the crucial ingredient that IFRS offers 

is transparency. ‘Proper accounting 

shines light on risks that might otherwise 

go unnoticed – both by companies 

themselves and by investors.’

The view from
Saravanan Subramanyam FCCA, finance operations 
director, Publicis Groupe Resources, Malaysia

with billing functions that 

service media and creative 

advertising agencies within 

Publicis Groupe across Asia 

Pacific. Despite the routine 

operational challenges that 

we face daily, I always strive 

to motivate my team to focus 

on service excellence and to ’add value’ 

in everything they do. To see my team 

achieve job satisfaction and develop their 

skills is what I enjoy the most. 

Malaysia has managed to maintain its 
competitive advantage. This is especially 

evident in our strong infrastructure and 

a skilled workforce, complemented by 

government benefits for MNCs setting 

up businesses and hubs. I’m seeing the 

confidence of large foreign MNCs, with 

multiple finance shared services set up in 

the last two years.

I’m very proud to have been part of 
the pioneer team setting up the global 
service centre for the World Health 
Organization in Malaysia back in 2008. 
This major project was guided with 

great support and leadership by centre 

management. Recently, I initiated the 

application and successful recognition 

from ACCA for the Publicis Resource 

Malaysia office as an Approved 

Employer – trainee development gold 

level. This recognition will definitely 

benefit our current ACCA trainees.

Born and bred in the Cameron 
Highlands, I would be running a tourist-
based business there if I had not chosen 
accountancy as a career path. Still, it’s 

only four hours from Kuala Lumpur. AB

To see my team 
achieve job 

satisfaction and 
develop their skills 

is what I enjoy 
the most

My career started with a 
temporary role at PwC 
Kuala Lumpur. Although 

short, the time I spent 

there provided me with 

good exposure to auditing, 

consulting and taxation. 

Subsequently, my career 

path has been focused on finance shared 

services, having been with Shell, DHL, 

British American Tobacco, the World 

Health Organization and currently the 

shared services arm of Publicis Groupe.

The finance shared services industry 
in Malaysia had humble beginnings in 
the late 1990s. Back then it provided 

basic back-office functionality but it has 

grown into a full-fledged employment 

contributor. This has since moved into a 

more global business service platform 

providing strategic partnership to 

multinational corporations (MNCs) and 

large non-profit organisations.

I manage a large finance operations 
team. We handle accounts payable 

and accounts receivable, together 

29% 
of board positions globally are held 
by women in companies with a female 

CEO, compared with 15% 
in companies with a 
male CEO, according to 
a study of 64 countries.

Source: Deloitte

24 Accounting and Business September 2017

AP_YCORP_intro.indd   24 11/07/2017   14:41



Turn a crisis around
The rise of social media can be a publicity nightmare for organisations that have fallen 
short of expectations. But the internet can also be a tool in limiting the fallout

Last September, the ride-hailing-app 
company Grab, which competes with 
Uber in South-East Asia, released a 
new advertisement on its YouTube 
channel as part of its ‘Choose Safety’ 
campaign. While the ad campaign was 
meant to be thought-provoking and 
promote safe motorcycle-taxi rides, it 
quickly received negative reactions on 
social media, with many calling it too 
gory and disgusting.

Within a few hours, the company 

replaced the original video and issued 

‘With overwhelming clutter online, 

companies need to be more risqué to 

“grab” attention,’ Lim says. ‘Grab took 

that chance, tested the envelope and 

received backlash. Instead of being 

defensive or evasive, they took the bull 

by the horns and responded quickly 

and affirmatively. This is the best way 

to end a social media crisis and nip it in 

the bud.’

With over two billion monthly active 

Facebook users and 500 million 

tweets per day, social media has 

a statement acknowledging that ‘on 

hindsight’ the graphics may have 

been ‘grim and disturbing’, trying to 

also reassure that its intention was 

not to shock ‘but to reinforce the 

consequences of accepting lower 

safety standards’.

Walter Lim, director of Cooler 

Insights, a boutique content 

marketing firm in Singapore, praises 

Grab’s quick and direct action on social 

media that embraced a ‘non-defensive 

response online’.

25September 2017 Accounting and Business

AP_YCORP_crisis.indd   25 11/07/2017   14:40



Grayling Hong Kong, points out 

that ‘many companies set up social 

media platforms mainly for marketing 

purposes’. Few would have the crisis 

concept in mind and many still do not 

have a crisis process in place.’

Daniel Bould, regional director, 

crisis management, at Aon, believes 

companies in the region are aware of the 

importance of utilising social media as 

a means of monitoring and maintaining 

their reputation. ‘However, far too many 

companies do not devote enough 

attention and resources into developing 

a social media policy – internally and 

externally – that, once established, 

will prove to be a vital aid during what 

are traditionally high-pressure, time-

constrained crisis situations,’ he says.

‘Best practice starts with effective 

social listening, and then having the 

right processes and internal alignment 

to ensure an effective and integrated 

response across all channels,’ Bailey 

advises. He says it’s important to respond 

quickly in the channel where the issue 

first surfaced ‘within minutes, not hours’, 

and update frequently, so as not to allow 

an information vacuum to develop.

Keep to the facts
Hsieh also agrees that posting reactions 

should be done ‘as soon as possible, 

even when not all the facts are known. 

Don’t wait for all the facts to be in 

place; it would take too long. But don’t 

speculate either; keep to the facts at 

hand.’ She advises acknowledging 

the issue and assuring audiences that 

the company is working on it. ‘Post 

follow-ups regularly and proactively,’ 

she suggests. ‘If a time of update is 

promised, keep it, even though there is 

no new update.’

Yeap adds says that it’s important to 

‘come clean’ and, if the error is a real 

one, ‘admit it, apologise and move 

on. You’ll be surprised how an honest 

apology can defuse the situation.’

transformed the ways in which people 

share and consume information. Many 

companies now use Twitter, Facebook 

and other platforms simply to send 

out short messages to point readers 

to a central repository where the latest 

statements can be found, points out 

Yeap Yin Ching, managing partner at 

Ying Communications.

Early-warning system
But while these communication 

platforms offer companies a new way of 

disseminating information, potentially 

bringing them closer to their clients, 

social media can also prove a pitfall.

‘Social media provides an excellent 

“early-warning” system which can 

alert companies to issues that are 

either starting to bubble up in the 

public domain or to an incident which 

has just occurred; but if you aren’t 

monitoring social media, how would 

you know what people are saying 

about you or your products?’ says John 

Bailey, managing director at Ketchum 

Singapore, which specialises in crisis 

management capabilities.

‘Social media channels also provide 

an opportunity to engage directly and 

immediately with the people affected 

by or concerned about the issue or 

situation,’ he adds.

But Bailey also points out that 

social media posts can lack context – 

particularly on Twitter where the user 

is limited to only 140 characters, and 

conversations on these platforms tend 

to be ‘more emotional and the reaction 

to a situation can escalate very quickly, 

often based on misinformation or 

subjective interpretation of the facts’.

‘It’s not a place for reasoned 

discussion or thoughtful analysis,’ he 

continues. ‘The window of opportunity 

for the company or brand to influence 

the story or to control the narrative can 

be very short, after which they are into 

damage-limitation mode.’

‘The window 
of opportunity 
to control the 

narrative can be 
very short, after 

which the company 
is into damage-

limitation mode’

As such, social media has made crisis 

communications a very important part of 

every business’s continuity management 

programme. Though many large 

consumer-facing businesses already 

actively engage with customers on 

social media in the region, Bailey points 

out that many mid-sized or smaller 

businesses, or those in the B2B arena, 

either don’t see building a social media 

presence as a priority or don’t know 

where to start.

Yeap Yin Ching, managing partner at 

Ying Communications, a B2B PR and 

marketing firm with a special focus on 

the tech sector, agrees that many small 

companies in Singapore still do not 

have a crisis plan in place, let alone a 

social media policy for a crisis situation. 

‘They will spot and respond to negative 

comments about their company but 

don’t always do so in an appropriate way,’ 

she says. ‘Some blame the customer and 

get into long back-and-forth arguments 

on social media on why they are right. 

Others try to deny it happened, only 

to have third-party sources prove them 

wrong. Both these situations can, and 

will, result in greater brand damage.’

Jessie Hsieh, managing director 

at global communications network 
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Damage limitation: top dos and don’ts
Having well-prepared crisis plans – and rehearsing them – can make 

a big difference in a company’s ability to respond effectively and 

quickly to a crisis, and they are a must in the age of viral social 

media. Here is some advice from media experts:

* Use the appropriate tone; social media tends to be more 

informal and conversational.

* Be consistent in your information and messaging across different channels.

* Post follow-ups regularly and proactively. If an update is promised at a certain 

time, keep to it, even if there is nothing new to add.

* Show empathy and willingness to collaborate with authorities.

* Be authentic. Tell people what you are doing to address the problem and how 

long it will take to remedy.

* Don’t make excuses. This isn’t a good idea in crisis communications in general 

but especially so in social media engagement.

* Don’t post meaningless apologies, especially if you’re not adequately addressing 

the core issue.

* Don’t lose sight of what you know for certain. If you rush to confirm something 

that turns about to be incorrect, it’s very difficult to ‘walk it back’.

* Don’t obfuscate and never lie. Doubling down and hoping the problem will go 

away will simply create a bigger mess to fix later on.

* Don’t assume that you are talking to only one group of people. Social media is 

free flowing; assume that everyone is going to see the post.

about your priorities and intentions, 

and express concern and empathy for 

those affected.’

Bailey points out that there is a 

demonstrable link between the share 

price of companies that are seen to 

have responded well to crises and 

those that do not, as demonstrated in 

a landmark study of this phenomenon, 

published in 1996 (‘The impact of 

catastrophes on shareholder value’ by 

Rory Knight and Deborah Pretty), but 

there have been several others, he says.

Recent examples confirm a correlation. 

For example, earlier this year United 

Continental Holdings lost US$1.4bn in 

market cap in the week following the 

forcible removal of a passenger on an 

overbooked flight and subsequent poor 

handling of media responses.

‘Sophisticated shareholders will 

expect the management team to have 

robust response plans in place, which 

When Watsons Malaysia came in for 

criticism for a commercial using a model 

shown with a dark complexion and then 

presented whitened, apparently thanks 

to a beauty product, it quickly pulled the 

video that had gone viral and issued an 

apology on Facebook. But according to 

Lim, it compounded the problem when 

the apology was felt to be insincere. 

‘Watson’s first apology was defensive and 

cited a legendary story to absolve itself 

of responsibility. It was disingenuous 

as Watson did not acknowledge that 

equating skin colour with beauty was 

insensitive,’ he explains.

The following day, a second, more 

unreserved, apology was issued, with 

the retailer taking responsibility for the 

content and admitting that it was ‘not 

in-line with the values that we hold 

dearly in Malaysia’.

Say sorry
Yeap says that companies should not 

be afraid to use the word ‘sorry’ when 

needed, as it is ‘a very human, emotive 

word that communicates actual regret 

and contrition. It demonstrates that the 

company is human and cares about its 

customers as real people.’

Bailey believes that the key for 

corporates is using social listening as 

an early warning system, ‘so you pick 

up the rumours early’. He advises that 

even if ‘you’re not sure what the real 

story is, you can post a response saying 

“We’re aware of the reports and taking 

them very seriously.” Then promise 

more information as soon as it is 

available.’ He points out that there is 

an inherent tension between speed 

and completeness, but advises that 

company spokespeople focus on 

what they know for certain – especially 

information that is within their control, 

such as ‘what the company itself is 

doing to respond to the situation, 

rather than describing what happened 

or speculating on the cause. Talk 

include processes for communicating 

effectively with customers, employees, 

business partners and other affected 

stakeholders. This applies to any 

situation which may cause negative 

impact on the company’s reputation or 

ongoing business,’ Bailey says.

Yeap believes that, in times of crisis, 

a company should assign ambassadors 

to communicate with key stakeholders, 

including shareholders, employees 

and customers. ‘These groups need 

additional assurance beyond what 

they can read in the media,’ she says. 

‘Done right, they can become positive 

influencers of public perception in a 

tough situation.’ But she adds that, 

ultimately, the company’s priority 

should be to communicate first with the 

customers affected and ‘to the rest of 

the world after’. AB

Sonia Kolesnikov-Jessop, journalist
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Get smarter
Smart fi nance presents three key challenges for China’s CFOs: fi rst 
perceive the change, then seize it and fi nally, lead it, says Tian Maoyong

support from Wechat, the  smartphone 

‘super-app’, more Chinese customers 

are willingly on board with e-invoicing. 

It is not a dramatic change, but it 

will nonetheless disrupt the business 

model of accounting and overhaul 

all the established logics of fi nancial 

management.

The prevalent use of e-invoicing 

unifi es the fl ow of capital, invoices and 

information from the start of a business 

operation, fundamentally elevating 

the responsiveness of the accounting 

system and enabling it to synchronise 

with the workfl ow. 

In addition, the e-invoice is generated 

with the extra benefi t of wiping out the 

mistakes that commonly blot manual 

work, which further leads to automatic 

generation of the original account 

books. In the light of this, CFO World 

makes the startling prediction that 

‘e-invoice will usher in an era of 

authentic accounting in Chinese 

enterprises’.

Lastly, when it comes to the 

It’s a workday afternoon at the end 
of April. Wei Meizhong, CFO of 
Zhejiang-based Dahua Technology Co, 
is waiting for his fl ight to Hangzhou in 
a KFC outlet at Beijing International 
Airport. He has just bought himself a 
set meal via the smartphone-installed 
Alipay, collected the e-invoice for 
this purchase by scanning the QR 
code on the bill using his Wechat, and 
uploaded it to Maycur, the mobile 
expense reimbursement platform used 
in his company. 

He then quickly browses all the 

pending items for his approval in 

Maycur, and signs off on the application 

for the travel expense reimbursement 

of 8,000 sales reps in his company for 

the previous month, which is contained 

in one consolidated invoice from Ctrip, 

a travel services provider. This contrasts 

starkly with the 40,000-plus separate 

invoices for a monthly travel expense 

reimbursement that he has had to deal 

with in the past.

‘With infi nite iterations of mobile 

internet technology nowadays, fi nancial 

management in Chinese companies 

is taking on a more interesting and 

smarter look,’ says Wei. Born in the 

1970s and with a passion for technology, 

he is one of a new breed of fi nancial 

professionals who update traditional 

fi nancial management practices as 

technology evolves.

At CFO World, we have interviewed 

market-leading CFOs in China over 

the past three years, who observe 

that smart fi nance is now a future in 

the making. For the leading CFOs in 

China, this disruptive revolution in 

fi nance presents three key challenges – 

to perceive the change, to seize it and 

to lead it.

Perceive the change
Since July 2016, catering businesses 

in China that have applied for VAT 

e-invoicing have no longer been able to 

provide paper-based invoices, with the 

regulatory authority reiterating the legal 

validity of digital platforms. Thanks to 
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more substantive return on investment 

in operational cost reduction.

ZTE’s Financial Shared Service Center, 

already in service for a decade, puts 

things in perspective. One fundamental 

change ZTE has made over the last 

few years is to embed third-party 

application modules for day-to-day 

expense management, such as flight 

ticket and hotel booking and office 

supplies procurement, in its operational 

system against the bigger picture 

of the broad-ranging application of 

mobile internet and cloud computing. 

These modules give ZTE the ability 

to handle electronic transaction data 

exchange in its localised supply chain 

of in-house expenses (similar to the 

application of internal e-invoicing), 

followed by online bank payment to 

expeditiously reimburse associates. 

No paper-based invoice is needed in 

advance throughout the cycle, and the 

centralisation of invoicing effectively 

reduces the workload.

The model of the financial shared 

services centre is indeed the 

organisational reform agent demanded 

by our transition towards smart finance. 

First, basic functions like accounting 

are distributed to other departments, 

giving high-calibre finance talents more 

time to focus on business operations 

and strategic development. Second, 

preservation of primary-source 

documents, electronic account books 

based on e-invoices preserve cost and 

traceability, which aid the audit process, 

as well as ensuring that all transactions 

are recorded in a transparent manner. 

The sheer magnitude of oversight 

by e-invoice will compel Chinese 

companies to embrace the dawn of 

full compliance. 

All these changes are also a plus 

for regulatory authorities and audit 

firms. Jon Raphael, chief innovation 

officer at Deloitte & Touche recently 

wrote: ‘In the near future, artificial 

intelligence technology can be used to 

identify, extract and process all kinds 

of financial statements and relevant 

documents attached to the audit 

confirmation letter, and complete the 

audit process in its entirety, engaging 

no auditors.’

Seize the change
In the transition towards smart 

finance, the first item on the agenda 

is redeploying the mobile internet-

based operational system. For one 

thing, the open access and ease of 

use of mobile internet mitigates the 

conflict of stakeholders and operators 

across different links in the process. For 

another, the financial shared services 

sector, after holding out for more than a 

decade with seemingly bleak prospects, 

has been enjoying explosive growth 

for three years running thanks to the 

empowering mobile internet, with 

more Chinese companies voluntarily 

employing financial shared services to 

enable a brand-new transformation of 

financial organisation.

Considering the pervasive application 

of electronic transaction documents 

in accounting practices as well as the 

convenience provided by supply-

chain-wide electronic transaction data 

exchange, financial shared services 

is expected to be the catalyst for a 

the integration of business operations 

and finance in the financial shared 

services centre, built on the founding 

block of data flow, accelerates the 

pooling of data assets – originally 

scattered around  different areas 

of the business – in the ‘mining pit’ 

housed in the shared services centres, 

an arena where smart finance can 

distinguish itself.

Lead the change
At the end of the day, how will CFOs 

in Chinese companies fare in this 

smart finance journey?

Since its inaugural issue in 2005, 

CFO World has studied the effective 

deployment of the functions of CFOs 

in China. The last dozen years have 

revealed a notably deeper involvement 

of CFOs in corporate operations 

and management, which is a natural 

reflection of their position as the hub of 

operational processes and a transition 

for the finance team from accounting to 

management. 

From Chen Hu of ZTE to Wei 

Meizhong of Dahua Technology, the 

profile of CFOs as preemptive leaders 

in smart finance transition is clearly 

drawn. The presence of smart finance 

that leverages technology to drastically 

drive operational efficiency will improve 

the efficiency of the finance function and 

allow a large number of financial chiefs 

in Chinese companies to add to their 

digital skills-base. 

At CFO World we are convinced that 

the coming five years will see the fruition 

of Smart Finance 1.0, whose transition 

is empowered by ‘mini-improvements’ 

backed by the instrumental dividends 

of mobile internet in the hands of CFOs 

in Chinese companies and the release 

of productivity from financial shared 

services centers.  AB

Tian Maoyong is publisher of CFO 
World magazine

The financial 
shared services 

sector, after holding 
out for more than a 

decade with bleak 
prospects, is now 

enjoying explosive 
growth
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The way ahead
As the Chinese government’s comprehensive programme of tax reform steps up a 
gear, Yu Haifeng takes us through the changes

be reduced by 350 billion yuan and the 

charges levied on businesses will be 

reduced by more than 200 billion yuan.

These proposed measures are:

1. More small businesses with low 

profits will enjoy halved corporate 

income tax, with the upper limit of 

taxable annual income raised from 

300,000 to 500,000 yuan. 

2. For small- and medium-sized high-

tech enterprises, the proportion 

of R&D expenses covered by the 

additional tax reduction policy is to 

be raised from 50% to 75%.

3. The government will completely 

overhaul government-managed 

funds, abolish municipal public 

utility surcharges, and authorise 

local governments to reduce and 

cancel some funds.

4. The government will abolish or 

suspend 35 administrative charges 

paid by enterprises to the central 

government – again cutting the 

number of charges by more than 

The plan to replace mainland China’s 
business tax (BT) with value added tax 
(VAT) began in 2008 when the Chinese 
government approved a five-year 
plan to overhaul the way in which 
businesses are taxed. 

The reform was rolled out in Shanghai 

in 2012, with other key cities following 

suit. The BT-to-VAT conversion was 

comprehensively introduced in 2016. 

Four industries, including construction, 

real estate, finance and lifestyle, have all 

been brought into the scope of VAT.

The replacement of BT with VAT 

is regarded as one of the important 

measures to deepen fiscal reform by the 

Chinese government and encourage 

economic development, and is an 

important tool to promote and grow 

China’s modern services industry.

Since the comprehensive roll-out in 

2016, the government has reduced the 

tax burden of enterprises. According to 

statistics, this has brought about a direct 

tax reduction of 570 billion yuan in 2016. 

From May to November 2016, the tax 

burden decreased by:

*  3.75% in the construction industry

*  7.9% in real estate

*  14.72% in the financial sector

*  29.85% in the lifestyle industries. 

The four major industries conducting 

the VAT reform pilot programme 

involved 26 segmented industries and 

more than 10 million pilot taxpayers, in 

which the tax burden of the majority of 

enterprises decreased significantly while 

the actual tax burden of about 1.6% 

taxpayers increased slightly. 

Among the enterprises where the 

tax burden has increased, most are 

caused by: 

*  a financial system that can’t keep 

pace with the progress of VAT 

reform in the transition period

*  an insufficient input tax deduction

*  inaccurate applicable tax rates on 

the tax declaration 

*  inflexible business processes. 

Further cuts
The Chinese government will further 

increase tax cuts for enterprises for the 

purpose of cooperating with the supply-

side structural reform, further reducing 

the cost to enterprises and helping 

to enhance market competitiveness 

in 2017. VAT reform will continue to 

be enhanced through improving tax 

collection and administration.  

Earlier this year, in his Report of the 
Work of the Government, Premier Li 

Keqiang noted that the government will 

also take measures in 2017 to increase 

tax cuts and help the supply-side 

structural reform. It is estimated that 

annual tax burden of enterprises will 
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half – and then reduce as far as 

possible those that still apply. Local 

governments also need to make 

significant cuts to government 

administrative fees being levied 

on businesses.

5. The government will reduce 

government-set operating fees 

for businesses. Unauthorised fees 

charged by intermediaries for 

government review and approval 

will be overhauled or abolished. The 

government will work towards lower 

operating fees levied on businesses 

in the finance and railway freight 

sectors, and strengthen oversight 

over the collection of market-set 

service fees. 

6. The government will continue to 

lower as appropriate the share paid 

by enterprises for contributions to 

social security.

7. The government will deepen reforms 

and improve policies to reduce 

government-imposed transaction 

costs for businesses and lower their 

energy and logistics costs.

8. The government will implement and 

improve policies on replacing BT 

with VAT across the board, simplify 

the structure of VAT rates, and 

undertake in 2017 to turn the four 

tax brackets into three, and create 

a simple, transparent and fairer tax 

environment, and further ease the 

tax burden of companies.

At a press conference of the National 

People’s Congress and Chinese People’s 

Political Consultative Conference this 

year, Premier Li promised that tax and 

fee cuts will reach 1 trillion yuan for the 

year 2017 through a series of measures 

and supply-side structural reform. AB

Yu Haifeng is president and professor 

of finance at Guangdong University of 

Finance and Economics. He also holds 

a number of senior academic roles in 

Chinese institutes

The government 
will abolish 

or suspend 35 
administrative 

charges paid by 
enterprises 
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Written in clay
Ancient Egyptians believed writing was a gift from the gods, but as Tim Harford 
explains, the truth has more to do with accounting than divine intervention

Writing is a miraculous 
invention – so much 
so that people used to 

believe that it was divinely inspired. 
Ancient Egyptians thanked baboon-
faced Thoth, the God of Knowledge, 
for the gift. Greeks gave the credit 
to Prometheus. Mesopotamians 
thought that Enki, the God of 
Wisdom, had gotten blind drunk – 
not obvious evidence of wisdom, it 
must be said – and that during Enki’s 
stupor, the Goddess Inanna stole 
from him the secret of literacy.

The ‘baboon-faced Thoth’ theory of 

writing’s origins is now out of favour with archaeologists. But in 

truth, the origin of literacy was a puzzle for a long time. One idea 

was that writing was used to send messages to distant armies. 

Another theory is that it was used for poetry or religious texts.

In 1929 the mystery deepened. A German archaeologist 

named Julius Jordan was excavating Uruk, on the banks of the 

Euphrates in what is now Iraq. Five thousand years ago, Uruk 

– with a population of several thousand people – would have 

been one of the great cities of the age. 

‘He built the town wall of Uruk, city of sheepfolds,’ proclaims 

the Epic of Gilgamesh, one of the earliest works of literature. 

‘Look at its wall with its frieze like bronze! Gaze at its bastions, 

which none can equal!’ 

And this 5,000-year-old metropolis presented Julius Jordan 

with two puzzles. The first was a treasure trove: a library of clay 

tablets, far older than any previous examples of writing. Their 

script, which became known as ‘cuneiform’, was abstract.

Nobody could make any sense of it.

The second puzzle was that 

Uruk and other Mesopotamian 

cities were sprinkled with small 

clay baubles in varying shapes: 

cones, spheres, cylinders, even a 

suppository-style lozenge. What 

were they for? Nobody knew, 

although Julius Jordan, no fool, 

noted that they reminded him of 

‘the commodities of daily life: jars, 

loaves and animals’.

It took more four decades before 

anyone made much progress 

on Julius Jordan’s mystery. The 

breakthrough came courtesy of a 

French archaeologist, Denise Schmandt-Besserat, who had 

been cataloguing appearances of these tokens from Pakistan 

to Turkey. And she had a theory: the clay pieces were tokens, 

and their purpose was to help people count.

The method Schmandt-Besserat described is called 

‘correspondence counting’. It’s counting for people who lack 

numbers: all you need to do with correspondence counting 

is to look at two quantities and verify that they’re the same. 

So if you wanted to count – say – 12 loaves of bread, you 

could do that by checking them against 12 loaf-shaped 

counters. Nineteen jars of olive oil could be counted using 

19 jar-shaped tokens.

Correspondence counting is ancient. The Ishango Bone, 

found in central Africa, uses tally-marks on the thigh bone 

of a baboon. It seems to be designed for correspondence 

counting and it is 200 centuries old. But the Uruk tokens were 

Hard-working nerds 
at the door of the 

temple, using tokens 
to count as the 

sheep and the jars 
of wine entered and 

left, were the world’s 
first accountants
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What have accountants done for us?
* Paper was invented over 2,000 years ago in China and duly 

spread to the Arab world, but take-up of this inexpensive 

writing surface was painfully slow in Christian Europe. 

Literacy was rare, most books were holy texts, and Europe 

no more needed a cheap alternative to animal-skin 

parchment than it needed a cheap alternative to gold for 

crowns. Only when a commercial class started to churn 

out contracts, receipts and accounts, did Europeans start 

to embrace paper. It arrived in Germany in the late 1300s, 

and it was the availability of paper that made the printing 

press economically viable.

* Management consulting saved the business of pottery 

entrepreneur Josiah Wedgwood. In 1772 demand for 

Wedgwood’s ornate crockery collapsed in the face of a 

severe European recession. His warehouses began to fill 

with unsold stock; and Wedgwood turned to double-entry 

bookkeeping to better understand his cost structure. 

Counterintuitively, he realised that he needed to cut 

prices and expand. Others followed, and the discipline of 

“management accounting” was born. James McKinsey, 

the cigar-chomping founder of McKinsey and Company, 

was a professor of accounting.

Clay tablet from the 5,000-year-old city of Uruk, recording 
a transaction of land for goods in cuneiform script

a big step forward from the Ishango Bone, because they 

could be used to keep track of several different quantities – 

and also to perform the simple mathematical operations of 

adding and subtracting. 

This was essential, because Uruk was a great city. Such 

cities required specialists – craftsmen, priests, soldiers, 

arable and livestock farmers. There were harvests to 

coordinate, construction projects: trading, taxation, and 

planning. Schmandt-Besserat was inviting us to picture hard-

working nerds at the door of the temple or the government 

storehouse, using tokens to count as the sheep, the jars of 

wine, and the sacks of grain entered and left. These people 

were the world’s fi rst accountants.

But then what about Julius Jordan’s fi rst mystery – the 

ubiquitous, indecipherable cuneiform clay tablets? Schmandt-

Besserat had a solution for that as well: she noticed that the 

apparently-abstract symbols on the cuneiform tablets weren’t 

as abstract as they seemed: they resembled the tokens. 

Everyone had missed this point because of the different 

layers of symbolism involved. First the tokens were used 

to represent oxen or jars of honey, and to track the back-

and-forth. Then the tablets had been used to make a more 

permanent record: pressing the hard-baked tokens into the 

wet clay of the tablet. And then at some stage, some ancient 

accountant decided that an all-purpose writing tool like a 

stylus could be used instead. These layers of abstraction – a 

commodity represented by a token represented by a written 

imitation of the impression of the token – had hidden the fact 

that, deep down, the cuneiform had once been pictures of 

commodities. The world’s fi rst writing wasn’t being used to 

compose poetry or send orders to distant armies – it was used 

for the world’s fi rst written accounts.

And since it is a small step from a record of payment to a 

record of debt, writing was soon to produce contracts, too. 

One clever trick was called a bulla – a hollow clay ball. On 

the outside was a contract written in cuneiform; on the inside 

were the tokens that represented the deal. The inside and the 

outside matched up, verifying each other. 

It wasn’t long before the ancient accountants of Uruk 

gave us another world-changing idea: an abstract number 

system. Rather than recording ten goats as ten separate 

goat indentations, use a symbol for ‘ten’ (it was a circle.) 

Quick on the heels of that came the fi rst calculations of 

compound interest.

In the modern world, most major fi nancial transactions (and 

many minor ones) are based on an abstract number system 

and explicit written contracts: insurance, shares, mortgages 

and bank accounts depend on the ability to write things 

down. These contracts – from the bullas of Mesopotamia 

to the sophisticated fi nancial instruments of 21st-century 

Wall Street – are fundamental to a complex society. It 

simply wouldn’t be possible to organise city life without the 

ability to write receipts, purchase orders, debt contracts 

and tax demands.

The citizens of Uruk could boast a remarkable set of 

achievements: the fi rst accounts, the fi rst contracts, the fi rst 

debts with compound interest, the fi rst mathematics and the 

fi rst writing. But as the cliché goes, necessity had been the 

mother of invention: without these tools it would have been 

overwhelming to run a sophisticated economy, dealing with 

a web of interdependencies between people who may never 

even meet. Writing was no gift from baboon-faced Thoth. 

It was a tool for getting an economy organised, and it was 

developed by the world’s fi rst accountants. AB

Tim Harford is a Financial Times columnist. His new book is 

Fifty Things That Made The Modern Economy (Little, Brown), 

also published in the US as  Fifty Inventions That Shaped The 
Modern Economy. 
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Trust in technology
A Trust in Technology report by HSBC reveals that people are generally trusting of 
day-to-day technology but nervous of innovations such as robo-advice

It takes time to build trust
A survey of the public appetite for new technology for managing their 
fi nancial affairs looked at 11 major international markets. Although most of 
the 12,000 respondents were happy with new technology, it is clear that a lack 
of trust and understanding is holding back the adoption of new technologies.

Believe technology 
makes their life easier

Ignorance breeds wariness
The chart shows how many consumers have never heard 
of particular technologies, making their implementation a 
challenge, as trust is based on familiarity and performance.

Customers unimpressed by the technology offer
Western consumers are underwhelmed, possibly underserved, by the level of innovation on 
offer, with greater experimentation with new services in Asia achieving broader satisfaction.

7%
UK

10%
France

7%
Canada

13%
Germany

15%
Mexico

16%
Hong Kong

18%
Singapore

44%
India

40%
UAE

18%
US

24%
China

8% would trust a mortgage adviser robot

Voice recognition

Digital wallets

Chatbots for customer service

Finance programmes over social media

Robo-advisers using AI algorithms

Blockchain

44%
China

38%
India

19% 
Global

41% would trust a human mortgage broker

Uphill struggle for robot-based advice 
Robo-advisers are artifi cial intelligence-based web services 
that interrogate users to suggest their best course of action.

Those who would trust an 
investment adviser robot

6%

14%

23%

33%

41%

59%

Feel comfortable 
using new tech

76% 80%
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Out of the shadows
With the shadow economy amounting to 22% of world GDP, professional accountants 
need to understand its potential impact on their clients’ businesses – and their own

From cash transactions to unoffi cial employment, the 
shadow economy is accepted by most of us as a fact 
of life. But it comes at a cost: taxes are avoided, fair 

wages undercut, and health and safety standards ignored. 
The best estimate (made in 2011) of the value of the global 
shadow economy is US$10 trillion – if the shadow economy 
were a nation state it would be the second-largest economy 
in the world, employing 1.8 billion people. As facts of life go, 
this is a very signifi cant one.

Many complex forces drive the shadow economy. For many 

people, working in it is a case of necessity rather than choice. 

But the world is changing, and technological development, 

the rise of the gig economy and rapid globalisation confuse 

an already complex issue. What will the implications be for the 

shadow economy in different countries? And what can and 

should we be doing about it? A new report from the ACCA, 
Emerging from the shadows: The shadow economy to 2025, 

attempts to shed light on these diffi cult questions.

The report defi nes the shadow economy as the market-

based production of and payment for legal goods and services 

that are deliberately concealed from public authorities. It 

combines a detailed analysis of its drivers and its possible 

future development, with expert interviews and a global survey 

that help to improve understanding of why it exists.
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Disruptive forces
The world is in the grip of disruptive forces, from economic 

power shifts and political uncertainty to rapid technological 

advance. This means there are many possible scenarios for 

how the shadow economy could develop over the coming 

decade. It could, for example, expand in the near future as 

household income is squeezed and employment opportunities 

are diminished by automation; on the other hand, the gradual 

elimination of cash from society will make it harder for those 

working in the informal economy to bypass the system. 

Overall, says the report, the forces at play ‘suggest that the 

shadow economy will become ever more complex to monitor, 

measure and potentially control’.

The report looks in detail at the emerging agents that could 

affect the evolution of the shadow economy over the coming 

decade. Those taking part in the survey were asked to identify 

the agents in each category (economic, business, socio-

demographic, socio-environmental, governance, and science 

and technology) that they thought would have the biggest 

impact on the growth of informal activity. This revealed the 

major drivers of the shadow economy as being:

* a higher tax burden and complex tax system

* increasing pressures on small business, intense market 

competition and the rise of the independent worker
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* rising unemployment, increasing poverty and limited 

access to education and training

* increased levels of corruption and changing social norms

* regulation that is detached from ordinary people’s lives

* increasing connectivity and adoption of digital technology, 

which offers users a degree of anonymity.

Overall, the shadow economy is expected to decline globally 

by 2025, from 23% of global GDP in 2011 to an estimated 21% 

in 2025. But this decline will not be uniform. Some countries, 

particularly emerging market economies, will probably see an 

increase in shadow activity as a percentage of GDP by 2025. 

The report forecasts the likely increase/decrease in informal 

activity (as a percentage of GDP) in 28 countries between 2011 

and 2025 (see the table below for a selection). The average 

size of the shadow economy in each country today ranges 

from 7.69% of GDP in the US to 66.12% in Azerbaijan. 
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What can accountants do?
The accountant’s role in creating public value can help the 

profession address the problem of the shadow economy:

Monitor. Accountants can engage in direct and indirect 

observation of shadow economy activity.

Influence. They can work with policymakers to help them 

understand the complexities of the problem and to develop 

robust policies and regulation.

Mediate. They can help bring businesses from the shadows 

into the formal economy, and help them manage their affairs.

Automate. They can find ways to use technology to measure 

the shadow economy – eg distributed ledgers (blockchain) 

make it difficult for a single rogue entity to disrupt the system.

Educate. Accountancy professionals and governments can 

work together to develop programmes to incentivise workers 

to formalise their economic activity.

The report highlights the difficulties that countries with a 

significant shadow economy could face in the future, including 

rising poverty and inequality and poor public services. ‘There 

are many positives in how the world of work is evolving,’ it 

states, ‘but there are also risks. Given the tensions between 

the opportunities and risks, could the future of the shadow 

economy lie in its acceptance as a business fact of life, in 

effect decriminalising and legitimising those who, for whatever 

reason, work in the shadow?’

The role of professional accountants
The report argues that accountants need to have a firm grasp 

of the potential impact of the shadow economy on their own 

and their clients’ businesses. ‘They can help those who wish 

to escape from the shadows, while also advising those who, 

through necessity, continue to work in the shade,’ it says. 

But accountants are also committed to public value, and 

responsible and ethical behaviour. How best to strike a balance?

An ACCA survey carried out as 

part of the report found that 22% 

of respondents would not deal 

with customers or clients who they 

believed to be operating in the 

informal sector, and that 20% had 

strict policies in place to ensure 

compliance with the law. But only 

7% said they were making efforts to 

improve their processes to handle 

shadow economy activities.

Whose responsibility is it?
Overall, opinion was split on where 

the responsibility for addressing the 

shadow economy should lie. Some 

76% of respondents felt it should be with government, while 

60% felt it was up to individuals to refrain from taking part in 

the shadow economy and to report shadow activity, and 45% 

wanted local communities to take the lead.

That said, professional accountants are willing to play an 

important role and see themselves as able to do so. The report 

offers a number of recommendations where the profession’s 

core ethical values and its role in creating public value can 

help address the shadow economy. They include:

* monitoring shadow activity

* working with policymakers to help them understand the 

problem and to develop robust solutions for it

*   measuring and modelling the effect of developments such   

as the rise of the sharing economy and virtual currencies

*    mediating between the shadow and formal economies and 

helping businesses emerge from the 

shadows

*   finding ways to use technology 

to monitor and measure the 

shadow economy

*   working with government to 

educate staff and businesses and 

to help them to formalise their 

economic activity. 

However, as the report points 

out: ‘On the one hand any steps to 

engage with the shadow economy 

sector could be seen as entering a 

minefield, with numerous potential 

dangers that could tarnish the 

reputation of individuals, firms and the profession as a whole. 

On the other, it is clearly a significant and growing sector of 

the overall economy, and accountants could play a role in 

helping clients make the transition from informal to formal 

status.’ Either way, the profession should remain close to the 

heart of this debate around the world. AB

Liz Fisher, journalist

‘The forces at play 
suggest that the 

shadow economy 
will become ever 
more complex to 

monitor, measure 
and potentially 

control’

More information

The ACCA report Emerging from the shadows: The shadow 
economy to 2025 is available at bit.ly/shadow-future

Get CPD units by answering questions on this article at 
accaglobal.com/abcpd
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Corridors of powerCorridors of power
China’s Belt and Road initiative could boost 65 countries and has the potential to 
create a third global trade axis. So what are the implications for the global economy?

In a series of speeches in September 2013, President 
Xi Jinping of China set out a plan to create a modern 
version of the ancient trade routes between China and 

Europe. The ‘Silk Road’ was travelled by Chinese merchants 
2,000 years ago; a little later, a maritime trade route would 
connect the continents of Asia and Europe by sea. 

Xi’s plan was to reopen these trade routes, under the 

names of the ‘Silk Road Economic Belt’ and a ‘21st Century 

Maritime Silk Road’; these have since become known as 

the Belt and Road initiative. The ambitious plan would 

connect Asia, Europe, the Middle East and Africa with a 

huge logistics and transport infrastructure network, and 

involves 65 countries that are home to 60% of the world’s 

population. If successful, the Belt and Road project will create 

a third global trade axis.

ACCA, in conjunction with the Shanghai Stock Exchange, 

has undertaken a detailed research project to explore the 

opportunities and challenges for Belt and Road countries in 

terms of politics, economics, society and culture. The Belt 
and Road Initiative: Reshaping the global value chain is the 

culmination of the fi rst phase of the research project – details 

the progress of the project so far, as well as its possible 

benefi ts and risks.

The initiative sets out fi ve priorities to improve cooperation 

between the Belt and Road countries and to increase trade 

along the routes:

* policy coordination between the countries along 

the routes

* investment in new transport infrastructure and 

improvement of existing transport links

* the removal of barriers to trade along the routes 

wherever possible

* financial integration – including the expansion of bilateral 

currency swaps and settlements, the development of the 

Asian bond market, and the establishment of the Asian 

Infrastructure Investment Bank

* ‘people-to-people’ bonds, meaning more cultural, 

student, personnel and academic exchanges between 

countries along the routes.

There are clear economic reasons for China to encourage the 

development of these trade routes. Better power and water 

supplies, as well as improved transport and communications 

links and closer economic cooperation, ‘will ultimately give birth 

to a hyper Afro-Eurasian market’, the report says. ‘Throughout 

the process, China’s role in international trade will gradually 

change from “made in China” to “built by China”.’
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Crossing continents
The Belt and Road initiative would connect Asia, Europe, 

the Middle East and Africa with a huge logistics and 

transport infrastructure network, and involves 65 countries 

that are home to 60% of the world’s population

Growing regional cooperation 
In terms of regional benefi ts, the report outlines China’s desire 

to create a new system of economic growth. As China’s need for 

external support is declining – with annual GDP growth falling 

from 10% to 7% – its ability to support neighbouring countries, 

such as members of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations, 

is on the rise. This was demonstrated at the ASEAN-China 

Summit held in 2013, when China reaffi rmed that ‘a united, 

prosperous and dynamic ASEAN is in line with China’s strategic 

interests’. ASEAN stressed that ‘China’s development is an 

important opportunity for the region.’

Added to this are changes in the industrial division of 

labour in the region. While China’s manufacturing sector 

continues to grow, some industries are beginning to transfer 

into neighbouring countries through outbound investment. 

In addition, China’s surrounding countries and regions are 

undergoing drastic changes in economic growth and structural 

transformation, and need funds and technology. China can 

provide both; through Belt and Road, regional cooperation will 

continue to grow.

The report also discusses the implications for the global 

economy. A key aim is to enable the predominantly developing 

The project will also open up China’s economy to millions of 

new consumers. The countries along the Belt and Road need 

to grow by US$246 trillion in order to lift their per capita GDP 

to the global average. In other words, there is a huge potential 

for consumption and development, and this massive consumer 

market will converge on China. 

The potential for outbound investment offered by the initiative 

is important; Belt and Road provides an outlet for China’s inward 

investment fl ow, which is already the second highest in the world 

(US$145.67bn in 2015). China is plagued by over-capacity in some 

sectors, particularly in steel, heavy chemicals, cement and textiles. 

Belt and Road will help China fi nd new export markets, liberating 

resources from some industries that can be channelled into other, 

more advantageous markets, and bringing with it the opportunity 

for industrial restructuring and upgrading.

Belt and Road will also help to further internationalise the 

renminbi (RMB): ‘If the majority of bilateral and multilateral trade 

between China and the Belt and Road countries is denominated 

and settled in the RMB currency,’ it says, ‘RMB will certainly 

circulate widely and rise in both status and infl uence. In fact, 

to avoid exchange rate risk and reduce transaction costs, RMB 

would be the prime choice as settlement currency.’ 
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More information

Find The Belt and Road Initiative: Reshaping the global 
value chain at bit.ly/ACCA-belt-road1

A freight train leaves Qingdao in east China bound for 
Central Asia. Several Chinese cities have started regular 
freight services to central Asia and Europe 

countries along the route to improve their status internationally, 

as well as helping them to align their development strategy in a 

way that works for them. Belt and Road will also, says the report, 

encourage monetary stability and enable the development of 

an Asian investment and fi nancing system and credit system.

Beyond Asia, the outlook is encouraging, too. According to 

World Bank statistics, while the average annual growth rate 

of global trade and crossborder direct investment stood at 

7.8% and 9.7% respectively in 1990 and 2013, that of the Belt 

and Road reached 13.1% and 16.5% respectively during the 

same period. The report refers to the ‘fl ying geese’ model: 

one country’s economy leads and paves the way for others 

to fl ourish, and suggests that, as China’s industrial structure 

drives improvements and industrialisation along the Belt and 

Road, the country will take on that leading role.

The initiative will also create new opportunities for 

cooperation between countries to further global economic 

growth. It has injected positive energy into the globalisation 

debate, as well as the prospect of helping to alleviate the 

imbalance in economic development between developing 

and developed countries.

It also goes without saying that the Belt and Road travels 

through some of the most volatile countries in the world, 

including Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, Afghanistan, Syria, Iraq, Iran, 

Lebanon and Palestine. Economic development needs peace 

and a stable political system to thrive; that is in short supply 

along parts of the routes and is recognised in the report as a 

signifi cant challenge. 

In addition, national trade protection – such as complex 

export-import documentation, frequent anti-dumping 

investigations and counterbalancing duty measures – is also a 

diffi culty. The report points out that without a trade liberalisation 

policy and relatively stable monetary system, it is diffi cult to see 

how infrastructure construction along the routes could have a 

positive effect on trade and investment.

Even so, China is determined to make the project a success. 

ACCA has operations in 57 countries, and 24 of these sit directly 

in the Belt and Road footprint. Chief executive Helen Brand says 

ACCA is looking forward to playing its part in connecting the 

communities of professional accountants who can contribute to 

the success of this new Silk Route together. AB

Liz Fisher, journalist 
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Embracing analyticsEmbracing analytics
In this second article in a series on the digital CFO, ACCA and PwC look at how 
the fi nance team can use data to align themselves with strategic goals

In the economic downturn of the late 2000s, many 
organisations focused on cost-cutting and austerity, 
strengthening balance sheets and building reserves 

of working capital. With increasing competition and 
disruption in the market, and ongoing economic and political 
uncertainty, organisations are still trying to invest to achieve 
sustainable growth. To succeed, they have to focus on a clear 
strategy, and consider how digitisation can underpin that 
strategy. Yet the challenge remains of where to make the 
most appropriate investments. 

Growth today comes from focusing on core capabilities. 

Businesses often focus on investing where they will achieve the 

greatest return, so they need to have a clear understanding 

of the markets, products and channels where they achieve the 

most signifi cant returns. With the emergence of disruptors in 

many industries, it is all the more essential to take a proactive 

approach. The fi nance function can help by focusing on its 

core capabilities around cost control, analytics, planning, 

forecasting and investment appraisal rather than purely 

reporting on costs. 

Finance functions often act as partners to the business, 

providing stakeholders with valuable insights. By assuming the 

role of the ‘diligent caretaker’, they are also looking after the 

cost base and ensuring that money is spent on ‘good costs’ 

that support business growth, as opposed to ‘bad costs’, 

which do not.

CFOs need to address two signifi cant cost questions if 

they are to make the best decisions: how does the fi nance 

function help the organisation align costs to the business 

strategy? How does it take the lead on this tough journey? 

CFOs can’t expect the business to cut costs if they do not lead 

the way in their own direct area of infl uence.

Digitally enabled CFOs need to understand the strategic 

drivers and identify where value is being generated. Leading-

edge analytics have a critical role to play in providing these 

insights. A recent study by Strategy&, part of the PwC network 

of fi rms, and INSEAD found that companies that are leaders in 

data analytics are on average 38% more likely to be leaders in 

commercial performance.

In PwC’s survey of 2,100 executives in January 2016, only 

33% said their next big decision would be supported by data 

and analytics, and only 24% used predicative analytics. Nearly 

60% said that they used data and analytics to look backwards.

An organisation’s ability to extract insights from 

data is signifi cantly increasing, including instantaneous 

information-gathering via the Internet of Things. For example, 

connected cars can provide telemetric and performance 

data to manufacturers in real time. This accumulation of both 

structured and unstructured data gives signifi cant insights for 

strategic decision-making.

Taking control of data
The CFO needs not only to ensure that relevant fi nancial and 

operational data is included in this ‘data lake’ but also that 

there is appropriate governance over the data so that it can 

be used to improve the quality of decision-making. If fi nance 

teams are not equipped to do this, the CFO needs to think 

about developing their skills. 

If the fi nance team can’t make the data useful in 

supporting strategic business decisions, then the CIO may end 

up encroaching on the territory of the CFO. And if capital and 

operational costs are incurred in aligning decisions with the 

business strategy, then it is important that the CFO be there to 

inform and infl uence.
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More information

This is an extract from ‘Aligning costs with business strategy 
– the digital CFO’, the second in a series of quarterly articles 
by PwC and ACCA, identifying areas of opportunity in the 
face of digital change. See bit.ly/ACCA-PwC-digi

Things to think about
1. Align your cost base and processes to your strategic 

goals. In collaboration with the business, drive an 

understanding of the processes that operate across the 

organisation and of which ones deliver value. Then focus on 

reducing cost in other areas and improving the efficiency 

and effectiveness of the processes that drive value. 

2. Prioritise investments that deliver value and are 
on strategy. Put finance at the centre of investment 

governance and ensure all investments are aligned and 

supported with a solid business case. Prioritise and 

monitor your spend so that it aligns with your strategy 

rather than merely cutting back.

3. Exploit analytics to improve decision-making. Look to 

adopt new technologies and use internal and external data 

sources to drive insights into your cost base, investment 

strategy and value creation through the use of analytics. 

4. Align your performance metrics and reporting to drive 
behaviour. Ensure the organisation’s key metrics drive 

the right behaviour on cost, teaming, investments and 

performance, and redesign reporting to improve  

decision-making. 

5. Invest in the people and tools necessary to deliver 
your strategy. Finance teams must invest in people with 

the appropriate capabilities who demonstrate the right 

behaviour to help the business deliver on its strategy. The 

team must also be supported with the right tools to deliver 

this higher value, more strategically focused insight service. 

Many investment decisions now require a greater context 

before the organisation commits. Cost optimisation is about 

understanding a combination of factors. Investment cases may 

not look right across the enterprise; they could be aligned to 

unit-specific programmes where the greatest return can be 

generated. Intangible values, including the value of the brand 

and talent, are areas for investment. 

These decisions can also be supported using predictive 

analytics and data models, and extrapolating forward the 

impact of certain investment decisions. CFOs and their teams 

are best placed to provide the robustness to support these 

analyses, but this approach raises several challenges. Not only 

does there need to be sound governance over the data but 

also a strategic focus, which may well challenge the traditional 

reporting structures. 

Finance is less likely to object to business developments 

if it can support the analysis behind these decisions. But this 

has to be managed properly. You need to be clear on the costs 

that support the organisation’s core business activities. The 

traditional view of apportionment may need to be challenged, 

which in turn may reappraise the return from core activities.

Achieving this shift in focus requires good data analysis 

tools. Many organisations are finding that the traditional 

key performance indicator reports that have been produced 

for many years are no longer relevant because they are not 

aligned to the strategic goals. Using simple analytics tools 

enables finance to improve decision-making across the 

organisation, speeding up the decision support process and 

providing more forward-looking insights.

So what of the finance function itself? Finance can be a role 

model in aligning itself to work in conjunction with the strategic 

goals. Through application of techniques such as zero-based 

budgeting, it can optimise its own cost base in alignment with 

the core capabilities. Opportunities for automation can be 

applied to areas where there is greatest commercial advantage, 

streamlining processes that create the greatest return.

Finance as role model
If the finance team is to support strategic decision-making, 

it needs to have the right skills in place to do so. It needs 

individuals who understand and can work with data and analytics 

tools at several levels. Advanced analytics require data-scientist 

skills to deliver insights from structured and unstructured data. 

Business partners need to be able to perform data interrogation 

using desktop tools that look beyond the traditional reports to 

give business leaders true insights into an entity’s operational 

performance and offer the advantages of scenario planning.

Investing in these skills, which may well be at a premium, 

can provide the business case for automation if finance is 

to truly align its cost base with the strategic goals of the 

organisation. ACCA’s research Professional Accountant – the 
future highlighted this changing capability mix.

It is important to have a culture of innovation and sharing 

in the finance function. By fostering this, team members 

at all levels can develop cost and efficiency strategies and 

create a common purpose in achieving the organisation’s 

strategic goals. AB 

Jamie Lyon, head of corporate sector for ACCA, in 

collaboration with Brian Furness and Andrew McCorkell of 

PwC, and Jens Madrian, CFO/COO of Reactive Technologies
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Have you got what it takes?

Watch Dr Rob Yeung’s video on how 
to become an authentic leader at 
bit.ly/Y-authentic

To yourself be true
‘Authentic’ leaders know their own values, beliefs and skills, and respond to the 
values, beliefs and needs of their colleagues. Rob Yeung explains how to be one

as well as your strengths? Can you 

describe the impact you have on the 

people around you? Self-awareness 

is having an accurate understanding 

of your gifts as well as your gaps – in 

particular the effect these have on 

co-workers. Of course, the only way 

you can genuinely know the impact 

you have on others is by asking 

them. The best leaders I’ve worked 

with solicit opinions on a regular 

basis through formal techniques 

such as 360° feedback and through 

conversations with colleagues, 

customers, mentors and coaches. 

They ask over and over: ‘How am I 

doing? What could I do better?’

* Transparent communication. 
To what degree do you convey 

information? How clearly can you 

articulate your views and explain the 

reasons, beliefs and values behind 

your decisions? Can you tell people 

about problems and concerns 

in a constructive rather than a 

demoralising manner?

 Authentic leaders try to be as honest 

and open as possible. That doesn’t 

mean sharing all your frustrations and 

being aggressive. Nor does it mean 

telling others about your worries 

in a way that discourages them. 

Authentic leaders share information 

– but in a way that is productive and 

appropriately positive.

* Balanced decision-making. You 

may already seek out and analyse 

Virgin’s Richard Branson, Apple’s Steve 
Jobs and media tycoon Oprah Winfrey 
are some of the most famous business 
leaders in recent times. What can we 
learn about leadership from them?

I would argue not much. Just because 

they have profile does not mean that we 

either could or should emulate them. 

Research is a much better teacher.

One hot concept among academics 

is the idea of authentic leadership. 

The concept of authenticity probably 

originated with the Greeks: it centres on 

being true to yourself. It implies having 

knowledge about your values, strengths 

and weaknesses – and being able to live 

in accordance with them.

Better results
Authentic leaders not only know their 

own values, beliefs and skills, but 

also make decisions that play to the 

values, beliefs and needs of those 

around them. That may sound rather 

theoretical, but researchers including a 

team led by Arizona State University’s 

Fred Walumbwa have shown that more 

authentic leaders all over the world – in 

Kenya and China, for example, as well 

as the US – tend to get better results. 

Managers who score highly for authentic 

leadership also tend to be rated by their 

line managers as more effective.

Authentic leadership has four 

components or skills. If you would like 

to become a more authentic – and 

therefore successful – leader, consider 

using these four categories, described 

in the rest of this article, as prompts for 

discussion with the people around you.

* Self awareness. To what extent 

can you describe your weaknesses, 

Can you remember 
the last time you 

listened to an 
opposing point of 

view and changed 
your mind?
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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

manager and as a result my career development is 

non-existent and I feel constantly on edge. I’ve now 

heard rumours that another restructure may be on its way 

and I feel that I’ve had enough. How can I exert more control 

over the situation?

A The hard truth is that organisations nowadays must do whatever it takes to 

thrive or even survive. It is therefore entirely your responsibility to look after 

your own career development.

To begin career planning, fi nd job descriptions for the role that would be the next 

step up for you. Go online or ask within your network to get detailed job descriptions 

so that you can analyse the skills, qualifi cations and experience you need to progress.

Then make a plan to gain those skills, qualifi cations and experiences. Seek projects 

in your organisation you would like to do or be part of and then make the case for 

why you should work on them. Use restructures as an opportunity: volunteer to 

join committees or teams engaged with change projects. Even if your role is minor, 

you will gather valuable experience of how organisations change – skills that are 

increasingly prized by employers in an ever-shifting competitive landscape.

By taking charge of your career, you will feel more in control. But be warned: it will 

add to your working week and require drive and persistence on your part.

Finally, accept you may need to look for a new role outside of your current 

employer. If your organisation’s new structure is not able to offer you what you want, 

you must take it on yourself to fi nd the role and the work you desire.

Tips for the top 
Recently I was coaching a manager who was feeling frustrated that he had been 

overlooked for promotion. I pointed out that promotion often depends on two 

factors, which can be described as ‘requirements versus relationships’.

I defi ne requirements as all of the explicitly stated metrics that are used to assess 

personal performance. So that includes the specifi ed goals, targets and objectives 

that you are striving to meet.

However, relationships also matter greatly. Who are the 

key decision-makers in your organisation that can either 

support or derail your bid for promotion? To what extent 

do they know who you are? Do they rate, respect and 

like you too?

Most people are better at either fulfi lling the 

stated requirements of their roles or managing the 

unspoken relationships that are needed for success. 

Be sure to ask for candid feedback and identify where 

you may be weakest so that you can fi gure out how 

best to invest your efforts in future.

Dr Rob’s talent clinic

Q I’ve been in my job for just over 

three years during which time 

the department has restructured 

twice. Each time, I have been 

assigned to work for a new line 

data before making decisions, but 

how often do you ask colleagues 

for opinions that contradict your 

beliefs? Can you remember the 

last time you listened to an 

opposing point of view and 

changed your mind?

 Authentic leaders realise they 

can’t know everything and 

that it’s important to gather 

opinions as well as data. 

Sometimes, leaders tell me their 

teams would speak up if they didn’t 

agree, but in my experience 

that’s rarely the case. The truth is 

that people often feel reluctant 

to speak up, fearing they will be 

seen as critical and unsupportive. 

Strong leaders regularly seek out 

dissenting points of view.

* Moral behaviour. Authentic 

leaders make decisions that are 

principled, honest and honourable 

– even in the face of pressure from 

customers, senior colleagues, 

shareholders or other groups. 

 Every manager in the world believes 

they operate by a strong moral 

code. But when was the last time 

you resisted pressure – financial or 

otherwise – in order to do the right 

thing from a moral point of view? 

To what extent would the people 

in your team say that you make 

decisions that are guided by a set of 

positive standards? AB

Dr Rob Yeung is an organisational 

psychologist at leadership consulting 

fi rm Talentspace: talentspace.co.uk
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Strategic mindfulness
Managers need to be conscious of when their mind is impairing their decision-making. 
Tony Grundy explains the dangers of cognitive bias and how to avoid it

consistency (the ‘halo effect’, where 

if the last thing experienced was 

good, the expectation is that what 

comes next will be good too)

* a focus on existing evidence and a 

disregard for absent evidence (‘what 

you see is all there is’)

* greater sensitivity to losses than 

gains (‘loss aversion’)

* decisions too narrowly framed and 

made in isolation of each other.

A key danger of cognitive bias is that 

it is this quick, instinctive and purely 

intuitive thinking that leaves us open to 

being deceived. Social psychologists 

have suggested that clever people can 

be more vulnerable to being fooled, as 

they are more averse to being found to 

have made mistakes, so these become 

‘self-sealing errors’.

Then there is the danger of ‘group 

think’, where the outlying opinions in 

a team become narrowed towards a 

consensus with the core of the team so 

that sound challenges to a particular 

strategy get shouted down. 

Consider also commitment bias, 

where commitment to a course of 

Good corporate decision-making – 
such as investment in new products 
and markets, M&As and organisational 
change – requires in-depth thinking, a 
careful assessment of pros and cons, 
and much evidence. Hard to argue with 
that, but does this model really accord 
with actual management practice?

We know from research that such 

decision-making is frequently flawed 

because it is swayed by a whole variety 

of cognitive biases that board members 

will not be immune to.

Cognitive biases occur when people 

get carried away with what they expect, 

or what they assume to be the case, 

rather than reaching conclusions on 

the basis of a more deductive and 

empirical model of decision-making. 

Cue cognitive bias theory, developed by 

psychologists Amos Tversky and Daniel 

Kahneman in 1974.

In his book Thinking, Fast and 
Slow, Kahneman highlights many 

experimental studies of the biases that 

infect human decision-making. Because 

decision-making relies so heavily on 

intuition, it makes a real difference to 

Clever people can 
be more vulnerable 

to being fooled, 
as they are more 

averse to being 
found to have 

made mistakes

economic performance and should be 

every FD’s concern. 

Some of the characteristics of 

worrying biases that appear to be 

strongly supported by psychological 

experiments include: 

* a sense of cognitive ease (ie ‘I find 

this easy’), associated with illusions 

of truth, pleasure and reduced 

vigilance

* a neglect of ambiguity and the 

suppression of doubt

* a tendency to believe and confirm

* an exaggeration of emotional 

46 Accounting and Business September 2017

C
PD

GL_M_GrundyCPD.indd   46 13/07/2017   15:24



More information

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

people tend to default to intuitive, fast 

thinking, as opposed to much more 

ponderous logical and deductive styles. 

But I believe the two styles can come 

together in a third system. For instance, 

you might make an intuitive jump that 

is not haphazard but ordered (‘getting 

your ducks in a row’) yet seems to 

happen in a few blinks. 

Faced with bias, an FD has got to be 

like a holding midfielder in a football 

team, bringing the team and its leader 

back to a deductive model of slower 

and evidence-based decision-making, 

rather than just following the decision 

momentum and merrily turning the 

team’s collective delusions into a happy-

looking set of numbers.

Indeed, the FD needs mental 

flexibility, capable of going with the 

system 1 intuitive approach, slowing 

it down to system 2, while also ready 

to go with my system 3, where the 

action escalates as a non-linear curve: 

as you start to put effort into exploring 

a possible strategy, you are already half 

way to committing to it, as no one wants 

to see wasted effort.

Beware of intuition
We all recognise the importance of 

intuition in decision-making, but it 

is intuition that exposes us most to 

deception. Kahneman warns of the 

‘good and bad news’ about intuition. 

The good news is it is very quick, low-

effort and often reliable; the bad news 

is it can be profoundly dangerous, as it 

may omit important data and is highly 

vulnerable to bias.

He talks in terms of the human mind 

having two, polar-opposite styles of 

thinking: thinking fast (intuitive thinking), 

or ‘system 1’; and thinking slow (logical 

and deductive), or ‘system 2’. He 

suggests with everyday tasks most 

insights seem to come in a flash but are 

a product of a logic chain as well. It can 

help to visualise these as ‘red’, ‘blue’ 

and ‘purple’ thinking, respectively.

I suggest practising strategic 

mindfulness: constantly track the state 

of cognitive flow that the team and 

you are in and learn how to modulate 

it, maybe using these colours. As the 

anchor person you need to guide the 

system 1 and system 3 thinking by 

sometimes bringing it down into the 

slower system 2, or even jolting it to 2 

and 3 if totally stuck in 1. AB

Tony Grundy is a business school 

academic and independent 

strategy consultant
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More information

davidparmenter.com

Time is of the essence
With standard time management tactics reaching the limits of their effectiveness, 
David Parmenter has some new tips and tricks for taming the work monster

had even arrived at the office that 

afternoon, the new procedure was 

in place. He felt so energised by 

his success, he has stayed at home 

every Thursday morning since to 

focus on implementing change. 

Besides these three techniques, I apply 

a number of rules until an important but 

not yet urgent task is done:

* Don’t answer phone calls, texts, 

emails.

* Don’t spend time on social media.

* Make strategic phone calls.

* Write important emails and reports.

Time management is one of your most 

powerful tools. I urge you to face up 

to the distasteful, do jobs within five 

seconds of thinking of them, and vanish, 

once a week, to focus on tasks crucial to 

creating a future for yourself. AB

David Parmenter is a writer and 

presenter on measuring, monitoring 

and managing performance 

In this high-pressure world we live 
in, we are becoming increasingly 
time-poor. The old lessons of time 
management need to be updated to 
reflect the new world that we now 
work in.

Here are some tips for how to 

make the most of your precious time, 

compiled from a range of sources.

* Out, damned spot All of us, 

like William Shakespeare’s Lady 

Macbeth, face issues that won’t go 

away because we avoid confronting 

them. I learnt on a self-development 

course to ask myself, when I wake 

up in the morning, what I don’t want 

to do that day. The subconscious 

will answer you back honestly. Your 

task, when you arrive at work, is to 

do that thing that was unpalatable 

to your subconscious – make that 

call, organise that appointment or 

write that report you have been 

avoiding. Two things will happen: 

the feared task will not be so 

hard to complete, and you will 

feel much lighter as this great 

weight is lifted off you. Try it – I 

hope you find it as useful as I have.

* The five-second rule I am a member 

of a dining club and need to pay 

fees at each dinner I attend. It is 

a task I always leave until I get 

chased up and am embarrassed 

into action. A friend who is a 

successful businessman told me 

about the five-second rule. The 

consciousness holds short-term to-

do actions for about five seconds. 

When you realise that you have 

to do something, you then have 

five seconds to take some action 

accordingly or resign yourself 

to having to think about it 

again some other time. 

I am now a convert to 

the five-second rule.

* Blue-sky Fridays 
Every Friday morning 

I move my laptop 

from my home office 

to the lounge and 

dedicate myself to 

looking at tasks that 

will shape my future. 

You need the 

mental space 

that this provides 

(and perhaps a 

new environment, 

different from your usual 

workspace) to be able to leave 

behind the mundaneness of the day 

job and look at the bigger picture, 

whatever that might be for you. 

I once met a partner in an 

accountancy firm who had attended 

an expensive practice development 

course. Having invested £5,000 in 

training, he had not implemented 

anything. So, one week, he stayed 

at home on the Thursday morning 

and focused on implementing a 

new procedure. Emails were sent 

and phone calls made. Before he 
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Testing, testing, 1, 2, 3…
Adam Deller looks at the proposed changes to the accounting for testing an asset before 
it becomes available for use, which should end the arguments about capitalisation

IAS 16, Property, Plant and Equipment, 
has long been a cornerstone of IFRS 
Standards, being applicable to the 
vast majority of organisations that 
apply the international fi nancial 
reporting standards. 

The International Accounting 

Standards Board (IASB) has identifi ed 

two key areas where there is a diversity 

of application of the capitalisation of 

costs as part of a non-current asset. 

Both these areas are addressed in the 

IASB’s work plan for 2017.

The fi rst area relates to IAS 23, 

Borrowing Costs, rather than IAS 16, 

but is still very much linked to which 

costs are eligible for capitalisation. The 

change was discussed in the May 2017 

edition of Accounting and Business, 

as part of looking at the IASB’s annual 

improvements process, so the topic 

won’t be examined in depth again 

here. In summary, the IASB’s proposed 

change is to look more at the interest 

rates that are eligible for capitalisation, 

rather than whether costs qualify as an 

asset or not.

The second issue relates to the most 

recent exposure draft issued by the 

IASB, in June, which relates to the 

testing of an asset before it becomes 

available for use. Unlike the proposed 

amendment to IAS 23, this exposure 

draft looks specifi cally at whether or not 

items should qualify as an asset.

The question of whether items 

qualify for capitalisation has provoked 

lively discussion in many a company, 

with management and auditors often 

thrashing out whether items can or 

cannot be capitalised in accordance 

with the IAS 16 standard. 

Any debate about whether items are 

of such a capital nature tends to revolve 

around paragraph 16 of IAS 16, which 

states that any costs directly attributable 

to bringing the asset to the location and 

condition necessary for it to be capable 

of operating must be capitalised. This 

phrase requires the application of sound 

judgment as to what costs are directly 

attributable, and whether those costs 

really bring the asset into a state of 

being available for use.

Typical qualifying costs
To provide further assistance, paragraph 

17 gives examples of some of the more 

common costs likely to be classed as 

directly attributable, and so eligible for 

It is possible 
that the revenue 

from the samples 
produced by 

the equipment-
testing could 

exceed the costs
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Example
A mining entity is in the process of constructing and testing equipment that is not yet 

available for use. The details of this are as follows:

Construction cost to date US$300m

Costs associated with the testing 
process to date

US$11m (US$6m testing the equipment, 
US$5m cost of samples produced during 
the testing process)

Proceeds from selling items 
produced during the testing phase US$9m

Revenue US$9m

Cost of sales (US$5m)

Gross profit US$4m

Under the existing IAS 16 treatment, all costs would be capitalised, net of the 

proceeds from selling items produced during the testing phase. This would mean 

the asset would be recorded at a cost of US$302m (US$300m + US$11m - US$9m).

Under the proposed treatment, the asset would be capitalised at US$306m – the 

construction costs plus the US$6m costs associated with testing the equipment.

The US$9m proceeds would be recorded in revenue, with the US$5m costs of 

producing the samples included in the cost of sales. Any samples produced but 

unsold at the reporting date would be included within closing inventory.

The summary below shows the difference in the current and proposed treatment 

under IAS 16.

Statement of financial position Existing treatment Proposed treatment

Property, plant and equipment US$302m US$306m

Statement of profit or loss

entities deducting proceeds only from 

the sale of items produced during the 

testing phase, while others deducted 

all sales proceeds until the asset was 

capable of operating in the manner 

intended by management (ie available 

for use). 

To address these issues, the exposure 

draft proposes two amendments. 

First, paragraph 17(e) will clarify the 

definition of testing, referring to it as ‘an 

assessment of the technical and physical 

performance’ of the asset. The costs 

associated with the testing of an asset 

will still be capitalised in accordance 

with IAS 16.

Profit and loss
Second, and much more importantly, 

it removes the standard’s requirement 

for the net proceeds to be deducted 

from the cost of the item. Instead, the 

exposure draft proposes the insertion 

of an additional paragraph (paragraph 

20A) in IAS 16, stating that any proceeds 

and costs associated with items 

produced in the process of bringing 

an asset to the location and condition 

necessary to be available for use should 

be recognised in profit or loss.

This proposed change will remove 

the need for judgment about which 

proceeds to deduct from an asset and 

whether these should be capped at 

the cost of testing. Instead, all items 

produced during this process would be 

recognised in revenue and cost of sales, 

in accordance with IFRS 15, Revenue 

capitalisation. Within paragraph 17 (e) 

is the statement that is the subject of 

the exposure draft. The current position 

is that examples of directly attributable 

costs should include ‘costs of testing 

whether the asset is functioning properly, 

after deducting the net proceeds 

from selling any items produced while 

bringing the asset to that location and 

condition (such as samples produced 

when testing equipment)’.

For service industries, these costs (and 

therefore this change) are unlikely to be 

significant, but certain manufacturing 

entities, extractive industries and the 

petrochemical industry may have 

to undertake a substantial amount 

of testing of equipment before it is 

deemed to be available for use. 

One of the problems is that it could 

be possible for these proceeds to 

be significant or actually exceed the 

cost of testing. This has led to varying 

treatments, with some believing that the 

entire proceeds should be deducted, 

leading to an overall deduction in the 

asset cost. Others believe that the 

amount of proceeds to be deducted 

from the asset should be capped at the 

testing costs, with the excess going to 

profit or loss.

A further problem is that the IASB 

found that paragraph 17 was being 

applied in several ways, with some 
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from Contracts with Customers, and 

IAS 2, Inventories. No depreciation will 

be incorporated in the cost of the items 

produced, as these will occur before the 

asset is available for use and therefore 

before any depreciation is applied to 

the asset.

The IASB believes that this change is 

the simplest way to remove diversities 

in application, and believes it is more in 

line with the recognition of elements in 

the fi nancial statements.

It also believes that whether or not 

these elements are produced as part 

of the construction process, they 

fundamentally meet the defi nitions of 

income and expenses and should be 

recorded in profi t or loss accordingly. 

Currently an entity’s total revenue could 

be misunderstood (and understated) as 

the sales made during this process are 

net of the cost of the asset rather than 

being included in revenue.

For entities where this is likely to be 

signifi cant, such as businesses in the 

extraction and petrochemical industries, 

the application of this change to the 

standard will be likely to result in 

increases to non-current assets, and 

increases to revenue and cost of sales.

As the example in the box on the 

opposite page shows, it is likely that 

an entity will now record an element 

of profi t in the construction period. As 

the asset value will also be higher, this 

will result in higher depreciation and 

therefore lower profi ts in future periods 

compared with the existing treatment. 

Effectively the proposed change means 

that income generated from these sales 

is recorded immediately rather than 

spread over the life of the asset in the 

form of a lower depreciation expense 

based on the reduced asset cost.

Disclosure
If this narrow-scope amendment were 

to be made to IAS 16, no additional 

disclosures would have to be made 

beyond the existing requirements. 

The IASB believes that the existing 

disclosures in relation to IFRS 15 and 

IAS 2 are suffi cient, and the income or 

expenses relating to items produced 

before the asset is available for use will 

be covered under these.

The proposal under the exposure 

draft is that this amendment will be 

applied retrospectively, but only in 

relation to assets becoming available 

for use on or after the beginning of the 

earliest period presented in the fi nancial 

statements. The cumulative effect of 

initially applying these amendments will 

be recognised as an adjustment to the 

opening balance of retained earnings.

The deadline for comments on the 

exposure draft is 19 October 2017. AB

Adam Deller is a fi nancial reporting 

specialist and lecturer

The change is 
likely to result in 
increases to non-

current assets, 
revenue and cost 

of sales in the 
extraction sector
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Telling it how it is

See Alison Thomas’s series of videos 
on a variety of corporate reporting 
issues at bit.ly/ACCA-playlist

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

in foreign jurisdictions with whom the 

special administrative region has tax 

information exchange agreements.  

By mutual agreement
Hong Kong has signed an agreement 

with Indonesia and Ireland on mutual 

automatic exchange of financial account 

information in tax matters. The territory 

now has 13 partners, the others being 

Belgium, the UK, Canada, Guernsey, 

Italy, Japan, Mexico, the Netherlands, 

Portugal, South Africa and South Korea. 

Revised auditing standard
The Hong Kong Institute of Certified 

Public Accountants has released a 

revised Hong Kong auditing standard. 

It has also released revised financial 

reporting standards, including changes 

on disclosure rules, recognition of 

deferred tax assets for unrealised losses, 

and the classification and measurement 

of share-based payment transactions. 

SFC consults
The Securities and Futures Commission 

is consulting on legal and regulatory 

requirements for Hong Kong’s new 

open-ended fund company structure, 

enabling investment funds to be 

incorporated in the territory.

Bond of connection
The Hong Kong Stock Exchange 

and the China Foreign Exchange 

Trade System have formed the Bond 

Singapore

Bilateral deals commitment
Singapore has signed the Multilateral 

Competent Authorities Agreement 

on the Automatic Exchange of 

Financial Account Information under 

the Common Reporting Standard 

and the Exchange of Country-by-

Country Reports – both developed 

by the OECD. This pledge underlines 

Singapore’s commitment to follow 

OECD guidance in bilateral deals on 

swapping tax information. 

New agreements
Tax reporting agreements between 

Singapore and Denmark, Estonia, 

Lithuania and New Zealand have come 

into force. City-state financial institutions 

now have to hand over financial 

account information of tax residents in 

these countries to the Inland Revenue 

Authority of Singapore. 

Requirements streamlined
The Monetary Authority of Singapore 

(MAS) is to streamline regulatory 

requirements for banks wanting to 

conduct or invest in non-financial 

businesses. In future, Singapore banks 

will not need prior regulatory approval 

before acquiring major equity stakes 

in non-financial businesses, although a 

maximum of 10% of banks’ capital can 

be used. The MAS will also allow banks 

to operate digital ecommerce platforms 

selling consumer goods or services. 

Rent-free warning
The Inland Revenue Authority of 

Singapore has warned that businesses 

who allow third parties to use part of 

their premises for free may have to 

reduce goods and service tax (GST) input 

claims which can cut their GST liability.

Fintech first
The Monetary Authority of Singapore 

and the Danish Financial Supervisory 

Authority have signed a fintech 

cooperation agreement. They will 

henceforth be able to refer fintech 

companies to each other for regulatory 

approval, explore joint innovation 

projects, and share information on 

emerging market trends and regulation. 

Hong Kong

Closer ties
Hong Kong and mainland China have 

upgraded the Mainland and Hong 

Kong Closer Economic Partnership 

Arrangement. A new related investment 

agreement ensures that rights that 

China negotiates with trading partners 

through bilateral and multilateral 

deals automatically become available 

to Hong Kong investors. In addition, 

an Agreement on Economic and 

Technical Cooperation will enable 

Hong Kong businesses to participate in 

development schemes linked to China’s 

Belt and Road Initiative. 

Notification made easy
Hong Kong’s Inland Revenue 

Department has launched a web-

based automatic exchange of financial 

account information portal. It will enable 

financial institutions to file notifications 

and returns on Hong Kong residents 

and businesses who have tax liabilities 
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Singapore to target double taxation loopholes
Singapore will review its 80 bilateral agreements on avoiding double taxation to 

ensure that they do not help companies avoid paying tax where relevant business 

activity took place. This follows its signing the OECD-sponsored Multilateral 

Convention to Implement Tax Treaty Related Measures to Prevent Base Erosion and 

Profit Shifting. The ministry of finance said it would ensure that double taxation deals 

did not aid non-taxation or reduced taxation through tax evasion or avoidance.

dumps taxable pollutants will receive 

additional tax charges.

Malaysia

Insurance guidance
The Bank Negara Malaysia has released 

guidance on allowing life insurance 

products to be sold directly to 

Malaysians from 1 July 2017, and critical 

illness, medical and health policies from 

1 July 2018. 

All change for clearing
Securities Commission Malaysia 

has unveiled new rules regulating 

clearing for securities and derivatives. 

Henceforth, clearing and trading 

of securities and derivatives will 

become distinct regulated activities, 

encouraging intermediaries to specialise 

in niche services. 

Australian deal
The Securities Commission has struck 

a cooperation agreement with the 

Connect Company – to operate their 

Bond Connect mutual market access 

scheme. The company allows China and 

international investors to trade in each 

other’s bond markets through Hong 

Kong’s market systems. In addition, the 

People’s Bank of China and the Hong 

Kong Monetary Authority have agreed 

Bond Connect’s regulatory controls.

Gold standard
The Hong Kong Stock Exchange 

(HKSE) and the Chinese Gold and 

Silver Exchange Society have signed 

a memorandum of understanding 

boosting cooperation. This will include 

investment product promotion and 

storage vaults; the HKSE is developing 

new gold futures contracts and 

warehousing in Shenzhen. 

Mainland China

Loan incentives
China has issued tax incentives to 

encourage loan companies to lend 

money to small business owners in 

villages, according to the Ministry of 

Finance. Interest income from the loans, 

which cannot exceed CNY100,000 

(US$14,700), will be exempt from VAT 

and receive 10% income tax reductions. 

Loan loss provision (1% of the balance 

of the end of each financial year) 

can be deducted before income tax 

calculation. The incentives will last until 

31 December 2019.

Pollution concern
The Chinese government has drafted 

new regulations on enforcing taxes 

designed to protect the environment. 

Drafts released by China’s state 

administration of taxation explain how 

businesses’ environmental tax exposure 

will be linked to how much pollution 

they emit. Any company that fails to 

declare its pollution tax, illicitly declares 

low levels of such taxation or illegally 

Australian Securities and Investments 

Commission to promote innovation 

in financial services. The two bodies 

will share information on emerging 

trends and regulatory issues in digital 

finance, referring market access 

applications from innovative financial 

technology businesses to each other 

and undertaking joint fintech innovation 

projects. 

GST guidance
Malaysia’s finance ministry has released 

rules on how taxpayers can claim relief 

from charging goods and services tax 

(GST) on supplies of handling or storage 

services. Royal Malaysian Customs has 

also revised guidance regarding the 

payment of GST on goods that are 

moved in and out of warehouses and on 

how it should be charged on goods that 

are sold in duty-free shops, such as in 

international airports. AB

Keith Nuthall and Wang Fangqing, 

journalists
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IFRS 17: no time to lose
The new standard for insurance contracts will mean massive changes for Hong Kong 
insurers, with products and systems affected as well as reporting processes

result of that because investors can’t 

really compare different insurance 

companies easily.’

Hancorn says three of the principal 

changes that underpin the new standard 

are not common in most companies 

reporting in Hong Kong and Asia, so 

there will be major repercussions. 

The first key change is the reporting 

of profit. IFRS 17 will move insurance 

companies onto a measurement of 

profit in line with the way services 

are provided, rather than in terms of 

The new insurance contracts standard, 
IFRS 17, was released in May and 
brings fundamental changes to 
insurance accounting in Hong Kong 
and around the world. 

‘The standard is the biggest change 

for the industry since IFRS first came in,’ 

says Lars Nielsen, Hong Kong insurance 

leader at PwC. ‘The old standard was 

pretty open about what you were able 

to do; the new one introduces a lot of 

changes – about the way you look at 

products, it might have an impact on 

dividends, an impact on systems. The big 

impact is not just on core accounting.’ 

Hong Kong insurers will need to 

completely overhaul their financial 

statements and the underlying actuarial 

models, financial reporting processes 

and systems. Given the mammoth task, 

the earlier companies start working on 

the changes, the better. 

‘You have to start doing it now rather 

than waiting,’ Tze Ping Chng, risk and 

advisory partner at EY, says. ‘There’s not 

a whole lot of time and it does take time 

to prepare.’ 

EY recently ran an IFRS 17 webcast 

that was very well attended – of almost 

300 participants, 22.5% had already 

started working on the changes, while 

17.4% planned to start in the next three 

months and 22.5% by the end of the 

year. The remaining 37.7% planned to 

start next year or later. 

Hong Kong’s unique position makes 

IFRS 17 implementation particularly 

tricky. The city is home to the global and 

regional headquarters of some of the 

largest insurance groups in Asia, and 

has a large number of domestic life and 

non-life insurers. Chng says: ‘Because 

Hong Kong is such a big and developed 

market, it has a large mix of companies 

– from small companies to global

players with offices in the US or Europe.’

This diversity will present one of the 

first challenges. Large insurance groups 

with HQs in Hong Kong will need to 

co-ordinate the changes across cultures, 

languages, time zones, markets and 

regulatory frameworks. 

High on the list of difficulties posed by 

IFRS 17 is its sheer complexity. Nielsen 

says: ‘Reading it is one thing, but I can 

tell you the biggest challenge is trying 

to implement it. That’s where a lot of the 

complexity comes out, when you actually 

try applying some of these concepts.’ 

So it’s worth remembering that the 

ultimate aim of IFRS 17 is to achieve 

consistency and comparability around 

the world. Chris Hancorn, actuarial 

services partner at PwC, says: ‘There’s a 

lot of freedom in the current IFRS, and 

that freedom creates huge diversity in 

how insurance companies report and 

the lack of comparability. The insurance 

industry has probably suffered as a 

‘A lot of the 
complexity 

comes out when 
you actually try 

applying some of 
these concepts’

revenue or cashflow.

‘That’s an important change,’ 

Hancorn says. ‘For a start it means that 

insurance companies can no longer 

report a day one profit if they believe 

that economically they have written 

a profitable contract. The idea is that 

profit represents what’s been earned 

in line with services that have been 

provided in the contract.’

Nielsen agrees: ‘For a place like 

Hong Kong where P&L is part of the 

investment component, the top line 

will look very different because a large 
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How to kick-start your implementation
1. Conduct a gap analysis to understand key differences with your current

accounting, actuarial and reporting practices.

2. Educate the executive and board about the new requirements and implications.

3. Understand interpretative issues and analyse the financial, operational and

system implications of the new standard on your organisation.

4. Draft budget and plan resourcing requirements.

5. Consider interaction with other new accounting standards.

6. Assess implications for other programmes in the next three to four years.

7. Assess strategic and product implications.

Source: EY report IFRS 17: Insurance contracts: Ready, set… implications for insurers

insurance companies draw up contracts 

on a current measurement basis, so 

economic assumptions should use 

current market values. 

‘Discount rates should be based on 

a starting point of risk-free yield in the 

market in which the business is written 

rather than in current reporting for 

many insurance companies which might 

use historic assumptions, assumptions 

on yield that were available when the 

business was first written,’ Hancorn says. 

The third major change is an allowance 

for risk. Insurance companies are in 

the business of taking risk, and the 

International Accounting Standards 

Board (IASB) is trying to get them to 

quantify the risk in the contract. There 

are two types of risk here: that of an 

investment not doing as well as assumed 

in the pricing, and risk adjustment. 

Hancorn sets out the first type of risk 

as follows: ‘In many contracts written 

in Hong Kong the company has given 

a guaranteed investment return to 

shareholders, so the risk of that shortfall 

of investment returns against pricing 

assumption needs to be reflected in 

the valuation.’ 

The second type or risk, from an 

investor’s point of view, is the potential 

for claims to be greater than expected. 

Investors in insurance companies 

therefore look for compensation for that 

chunk of the insurance premiums in 

Hong Kong are part of this investment 

component that wouldn’t necessarily be 

part of the top line going forward.’ 

Hancorn says that as the P&L will look 

very different under the new standard, 

he expects that many insurers will 

disclose some kind of written premium 

measure. ‘They believe that a written 

premium measure is still a measure 

that’s relevant to give to both analysts 

and investors, though not necessarily an 

IFRS measure.’ 

A second big change will see 

risk – ie risk adjustment.

For Hong Kong insurance companies, 

IFRS 17 will mean changes to the current 

system, processes, calculations and 

the data stored. These are the big and 

far-reaching changes, but there’s more. 

Chng explains: ‘Some of the other 

subsequent implications will have an 

impact on the way you do your product 

design, pricing and development 

because it has all been split up.’ 

Hong Kong has a mix of styles of 

products, which may qualify for different 

measurement models. This will make 

comparisons between companies and 

product lines difficult. All this means 

that if insurance companies haven’t yet 

started implementing the changes they 

had better get on it very soon. 

Talent warning
Nielsen says: ‘You might have to change 

some of your products, and ensure you 

have the technology, are capturing the 

right data and have the right people 

going forward and the right KPIs you are 

measuring people on.’ 

Having the right talent could prove 

a challenge in itself. Nielsen says that 

as well as IFRS 17, there are upcoming 

regulatory changes in Hong Kong, 

Singapore, Thailand and Korea that add 

up to a serious war for talent. ‘There 

aren’t enough insurance specialists in 

Asia to deal with these changes at the 

same time,’ he warns. 

Asia’s standard solution to talent 

shortage – to import it from Europe – 

may not work in this case as Europe is 

also seeing a demand for specialists to 

negotiate IFRS 17. ‘It’s a global shortage 

and that makes for quite an interesting 

dynamic currently,’ Nielsen says. AB
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questions on this article at 
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Year
Voluptas eum, ipis mincte ped quis 
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CVi

2014
Corporate finance manager, Swire Pacific

2011  
Equity research analyst, Hong Kong 

China Property, UBS

2010
Junior investment analyst, ChinaRock 

Capital

CVi

An analytical eye
As a corporate finance manager with Swire Pacific, Alvin Wan is using past experience 
and his ACCA Qualification to embrace the challenge of working with Chinese clients

Active involvement in sizeable merger 
and acquisition (M&A) projects has 
so far given the greatest satisfaction 
to Alvin Wan, a corporate finance 
manager at Swire Pacific, one of the 
largest conglomerates in Hong Kong. 
Shortly after Wan joined the company, 
he was engaged in the multi-billion-
dollar acquisition of Coca-Cola bottling 
plants in mainland China and the US, 
putting his technical and soft skills to 
the test. 

Wan accomplished these projects 

with flying colours, deriving immense 

satisfaction from being part of a team 

that closed the transactions as well as 

from seeing that his contributions were 

clearly in evidence. ‘I was involved from 

day one, from the price negotiation, and 

followed through the entire process until 

the deal closed,’ he recalls. ‘This was 

a great learning experience because I 

contributed at every stage of the project 

for more than a year.’

Wan participated in the due diligence, 

execution and negotiations in these 

projects. ‘We look at each line of 

business of a company,’ he explains. 

‘Examining financial statements is 

the surest way to obtain a thorough 

understanding of a business. It enables 

us to explore further. Meanwhile, 

we conduct due diligence so that 

we can come up with questions for 

more information.’

Technical skills are only part of the 

equation. For the M&A projects, Wan 

was given plenty of opportunities 

to engage internal and external 

parties in negotiations. Outstanding 

communication and interpersonal 

skills are, he says, essential. ‘These 

skills are nurtured on the job,’ he 

says. ‘For a large company like Swire 

Pacific, we cannot expect to close deals 

simply because we have finished the 

financial parts.’

Many of Wan’s duties involve dealing 

with people, and he recalls frequent 

travels to the mainland when he 

was working on the bottling plant 

acquisitions. On top of examining 

financial reviews, site visits and face-

to-face meetings are part and parcel 

of these projects. Because of the 

large capital involved, site visits are 

essential to verify the details listed in 

the reports, Wan explains. ‘There were 

manual adjustments which could only 

be substantiated when you see the 

real things in person. Some areas, such 

as the qualitative aspects of assets 

and production quality of plants, were 

beyond the scope of financial reports.’

Wan believes that many business 

executives on the mainland appreciate 

personal contact. ‘They want to build 

personal connections with face-to-face 

meetings and having meals together,’ 

he says. ‘This personal relationship 

facilitates future collaboration. For 

instance, after I have met with some 

colleagues on the mainland, they 

have become more enthusiastic 

about furnishing us with the 

requested information.’

For the M&A projects, Wan has forged 

collaboration with some seasoned 

senior executives, thus exposing him to 

their varied competencies and talents. 

Because of the confidential nature of 

many M&A deals, a minimum number of 

executives are usually involved; Wan has 

worked with financial advisers and senior 

financial directors on these projects. ‘I 

contributed in the areas of prices and 

structures as well as the negotiations. 

Through our close collaboration, we 

have been able to learn something by 

observing the distinct working styles, 

expertise and strengths of the different 

directors involved. For instance, a 

finance director is likely to have a 

background in accounting while many 

corporate finance specialists may have 

begun their careers making deals. 

Through our interaction with various 

team leaders, we have learned from 

‘Having been an 
equity research 
analyst, I have 

learned to adopt 
an analyst’s 
perspective’
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their strengths. This experience is 

mentally stimulating.’

Diverse responsibilities
As a corporate finance manager, in 

addition to M&A, Wan is involved in 

monitoring the stock price movements 

of Swire Group’s various publicly listed 

companies, conducting internal reviews 

and evaluation, and handling other ad 

hoc projects. He also works on equity 

valuation and analysis for the group and 

specific operating units, comes up with 

the accurate estimates of assets, and 

develops ways to structure the asset 

valuation. ‘My daily routine includes 

dealing with regular updates, keeping 

track of transactions, and looking at 

internal performances and financial 

reports of all Swire’s divisions,’ he says. 

‘I also review projects completed in the 

past few years to ensure their financial 

performances are on the right track.’

Wan believes that his previous roles as 

an investment analyst at a hedge fund 

and as an equity research analyst have 

helped him build the foundation for 

his current position. He has learned to 

glean the maximum useful information 

from financial statements and develop 

financial models. Wan’s adeptness in 

these areas helped ease him into his 

current responsibilities fairly quickly. ‘For 

instance, when funds requested to look 

at our financial models in the past, we 

needed to come up with meticulously 

constructed models, knowing that there 

was zero tolerance for any mistake. 

I developed good skills in building 

models. My current job requires me to 

develop models for M&A projects and 

usually I am able to complete a model in 

one or two days. This may take a week for 

those who are less familiar with models. 

I can also confidently spot problems in 

models that fail to strike a balance. 

By good fortune, when Wan worked 

as an equity research analyst his role 

focused on the property market – 

including Swire Properties. ‘I therefore 

acquired in-depth knowledge of the 

company,’ he says. ‘Having been an 

equity research analyst, I have learned 

to adopt an analyst’s perspective,’ 

he says. ‘When senior executives 

have questions about stock prices 

and request recommendations, I am 

able to come up with good ideas and 

possible solutions.’     

Winning ways
Wan, a graduate of actuarial science 

at the University of Hong Kong, spent 

six months as a visiting student in 

economics and management at the 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology 

in the US. In addition, he is a global 

prize winner of ACCA’s F7 Financial 

Reporting paper. He admits that he was 

surprised by the accolade as he did not 
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statements. An accounting qualification 

is essential in corporate finance.’ 

He is now studying for the P1 

paper on ethics. ‘The materials 

focus on the operation of the board 

and internal audit, which are highly 

relevant to the work of directors at my 

company,’ he says. ‘I have deepened 

my understanding in these areas 

considerably. The ACCA Qualification 

is  highly useful for a finance 

professional working for corporations. 

It really satisfies my need for such 

specialised knowledge.’

Given his diverse talents, skills, 

solid work experience and ACCA 

Qualification, Wan expects that 

the scope of his responsibilities will 

progressively expand over the next five 

years. ‘Perhaps I will work in different 

divisions so that I get exposure to 

different sectors. I hope I can continue to 

work on negotiations and transactions. 

With increased responsibilities, I hope I 

will have more influence as a corporate 

finance manager.’  

For young financial professionals 

in Hong Kong, Wan advises that they 

need to expect more impact from 

mainland China at various levels. 

‘Hong Kong companies will continue 

to increase their business interests 

on the mainland,’ he predicts. ‘More 

talent from the mainland would like 

to get jobs in the city because of 

its financial hub status. We also see 

intensifying competition from mainland 

Chinese companies in the local market.

‘Young finance professionals should 

adopt an open mind and seize the 

opportunities to work on the mainland – 

either for mainland Chinese companies 

or on assignment for a Hong Kong-

based enterprise, he says. ‘They also 

need to study mainland accounting 

rules and regulations.’ AB

Wilson Lau, journalist

Basicsi

Swire Pacific, one of Hong Kong’s 

blue-chip publicly quoted companies, 

was formed in 1974 from an existing 

publicly listed Swire entity as the 

holding company for the group’s 

principal businesses in Hong 

Kong, mainland China, Taiwan and 

Singapore among other locations. 

Swire Pacific’s interests are grouped 

under five divisions: property, aviation, 

beverages, marine services, and 

trading and industrial. The company is 

the major shareholder in three other 

Hong Kong public companies: Swire 

Properties, Cathay Pacific Airways 

and Hong Kong Aircraft Engineering 

Company.

have much time for revision. However, 

his extensive experience in building 

financial models and in financial 

statements gave him the practical 

knowledge required. 

‘I am very familiar with such topics 

as consolidation; these are part of my 

current duties and I was also deeply 

involved in them while working as an 

analyst,’ he says. ‘I think I have an edge 

in the sense that I have been exposed 

to the diverse structures of Hong 

Kong companies and their diversified 

investment portfolios.’

Acquiring the ACCA Qualification has 

been vital to Wan’s current position. 

‘Reports are a major part of my work,’ 

he explains. ‘Because M&A projects 

involve a huge amount of capital, it 

is imperative for me to have an in-

depth understanding of the financial 
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Everyone benefits
There is a strong business case for organisations to support employees in volunteering 
for worthy causes, and powerful personal and career advantages for the volunteers

two paid days annually for volunteering 

on work days. 

Natalie Wu, vice president and 

head of global inclusion and 

corporate citizenship for APAC, says 

most State Street offices have a 

committee with representatives from 

different departments to help run 

the volunteering programmes. The 

committees identify suitable community 

partners and manage donations on 

behalf of State Street Foundation. In 

Asia Pacific, partner organisations range 

from those supporting the elderly, 

children and women, to environmental 

education. ‘Tree planting programmes 

in Sydney, Korea, Beijing and Hangzhou 

are popular with employees,’ says Wu.

For Wu, a successful EVP should forge 

long-term relationships with community 

partners, facilitated by regular 

cooperation. In Hangzhou, that includes 

an annual summer camp for migrant 

children; and in Hong Kong, State 

There are as many reasons to volunteer 
as there are causes worthy of our time. 
And while the primary motivation is a 
desire to make a difference and give 
back to society, there are also personal 
benefits to be had from giving time 
to others – a sense of satisfaction, a 
broadening of personal networks and 
social circles, and even picking up new 
skills and work experience. 

And it’s not just individuals. 

Companies are also realising the 

benefits. Already well established in the 

US and elsewhere, employee volunteer 

programmes (EVPs) are increasingly 

part of broader corporate social 

responsibility initiatives. More and more 

of us expect companies to do their bit 

for society – and many of us want to do 

the same.

‘Expectations are rising for brands 

in Asia to both grow their profits 

and contribute to improving the 

communities where they do business,’ 

says Yvonne Siu Turner, senior 

manager for corporate programmes 

and resources at Points of Light, an 

international non-profit that promotes, 

recruits and mobilises volunteers. 

‘According to Edelman’s 2016 Earned 

Brand study, the public across Asia 

believes that doing good should be 

part of a brand’s DNA, with China, 

India and Singapore beating global 

expectations. These markets also 

report higher than global average 

belief that brands can do more to 

solve social ills than government.’

For businesses, harnessing the 

benefits of volunteering doesn’t 

equate only to staff satisfaction 

and wellbeing, but can also help 

‘The public across 
Asia believes 

that doing good 
should be part of a 
brand’s DNA, with 

China, India and 
Singapore beating 

global expectations’

forge community ties and a positive 

reputation – all the while supporting 

worthy causes. 

Reciprocal relationship
Global financial services company State 

Street is a proponent of corporate social 

responsibility. Its commitment includes 

grants, financial donations and support 

for individual fundraising efforts, and 
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More information

Download the Points of Light report 
What’s Working: Effective Employee 
Volunteering in Asia at bit.ly/Vol-Asia

Effective employee volunteer programmes
‘CFOs could play a big role in helping to get an employee volunteer programme up 

and running,’ says Points of Light’s Siu Turner. From greater brand value to higher 

employee engagement, workplace volunteering can boost productivity and reduce 

costs via greater staff satisfaction and boosted retention. However, such programmes 

require careful planning, communication and monitoring. 

‘There may be regional differences that influence how employees want to 

volunteer,’ Turner says. She cites Silicon Valley Community Foundation research 

that found, in China, having fun and meeting new people are among the most 

prized aspects of volunteering for staff, as well as opportunities for face time with 

company leaders. Success would accordingly be enhanced by hands-on projects with 

opportunities to interact with leadership during service activities. Other tips include:

1. Celebrate small wins, especially for global offices starting out on a programme. 

2. Create volunteer councils to engage employees who are passionate about a 

cause and to help global programmes remain locally relevant. 

3.  When identifying beneficiary organisations, long-term partnerships help. 

4.  Offices and partners should work together to define goals and measures of 

success, taking into account the needs and capacities of both sides.

Street works with the English Schools 

Foundation on career workshops for 

students with special needs.

Volunteering can help develop 

and hone skills – communication in 

particular. One State Street Hong Kong 

initiative, for example, sees staff visit 

elderly residents during local festive 

periods to chat and play games. And 

projects with special needs students 

reinforce messages around diversity. 

‘It’s a way to see something not in their 

day-to-day activities and helps give new 

insights and fresh perspectives,’ Wu 

says. ‘Volunteering widens windows to 

see how other people are working in 

other parts of society.’

Pro bono
While any form of volunteering – 

independent or corporate, planting 

trees or teaching migrant children – has 

a positive impact on volunteers as well 

as communities, finance professionals 

have particularly valuable skills to 

share. ‘Pro bono volunteering is a 

very high-impact way to help improve 

the sustainability of a non-profit 

organisation,’ says Siu Turner, whose 

network can help accountants connect 

with worthy projects. ‘The value of 

skilled volunteer support for general 

operations, technology and professional 

services can be 500% greater than the 

value of other forms of volunteering,’ 

she says, citing a report by social impact 

measurement organisation True Impact 

and the US Bureau of Labor Statistics. 

‘However, for a pro bono project to 

be effective, it must be scoped and 

managed appropriately.’

UK-based Accounting for International 

Development (AfID) matches qualified 

volunteer accountants with non-

governmental organisations (NGOs) 

and community projects worldwide to 

instil and instruct financial management. 

Dave Busby, AfID’s volunteer services 

manager, says: ‘Our partners are a blend 

of international NGOs and grassroots 

community-based organisations such 

as street child centres, hospitals, 

microfinance organisations, conservation 

projects, women’s empowerment 

programmes and schools. The common 

theme is that they are all doing amazing 

work to tackle extreme poverty and 

inequality in their communities but due 

to their limited resources are unable 

to access vital accounting and financial 

management training.’ 

AfID sends volunteers to 52 countries 

in Africa, Asia and Latin America. They 

include newly qualified accountants, 

those between jobs, professionals on 

a sabbatical and retired accountants – 

Busby says AfID’s oldest volunteer was 

78. Around half come from outside the 

UK, including Australia, New Zealand, 

Japan, Singapore, Hong Kong and 

China. Volunteers pay for placements 

spanning two weeks to a year. Typical 

areas of focus include internal and 

external audits; bookkeeping and cash 

management; creating, monitoring and 

evaluating budgets; risk management; 

and training local finance personnel.

CV enrichment
In addition to the broader benefits of 

volunteering, pro bono programmes 

are a way for finance professionals to 

gain valuable experience in the highly 

competitive sector of international 

development. ‘Taking on even a 

short volunteer assignment will help 

accountants stand out from the crowd,’ 

Busby says. ‘The invaluable experience 

to be gained in how NGOs manage their 

programmes with limited resources and 

report to international donors, as well as 

the insight into effective cross-cultural 

work practices, is exactly what many 

charities are looking for when they hire.’

With win-win advantages aplenty, 

volunteering is a rewarding way to drive 

change, support communities and even 

pick up some valuable work experience 

and skills along the way. AB

Frances Arnold, journalist
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Jane Cheng (far right) with luncheon attendees. The event provided a great opportunity to 
discuss ideas

Time to talk
ACCA Hong Kong’s annual Employers’ Luncheon was an opportunity for a diverse mix 
of industry representatives to network and hear more about ACCA’s recent initiatives

Hong Kong

ACCA Hong Kong held its 
third Annual Employers’ 
Luncheon in June. More 
than 50 representatives 
from a diverse array of 
industries attended, 
many of whom are ACCA 
members as well as 
Approved Employers.

Organisations were 

represented by key staff 

from different functions 

including HR, fi nance, 

training and marketing. 

This created a diverse 

mix of professionals who 

enjoyed the opportunity 

to exchange ideas in a 

friendly atmosphere.

Jane Cheng, head of 

ACCA Hong Kong, kicked off 

the event with an opening 

speech, expressing ACCA’s 

gratitude for the support of 

valued partner employers 

and members. She referred 

– the future, delivered by 

Eunice Chu, ACCA Hong 
Kong’s head of policy. She 

shared the fi ndings from 

the Professional Insights 

report and talked about the 

seven quotients for success 

for the next generation 

of talent. 

Chu also took the 

opportunity to update 

attendees on the recent 

innovation, ACCA 

Qualifi cation – the future, 

reassuring employers 

that the Qualifi cation 

will incorporate the most 

relevant and forward-

thinking skills to equip 

members for success in the 

modern workplace.

The occasion was a 

perfect opportunity for 

ACCA to thank valued 

partner employers for 

their support over the 

past year and to discuss 

with the potential for 

closer collaboration 

in the coming year. 

It was a great event 

for ACCA to enable 

employers to network 

with each other and foster 

fruitful relationships. 

Attendees enjoyed the 

insightful sharing and 

networking opportunity 

with other business leaders 

and elites. AB

The occasion 
was a perfect 

opportunity for 
ACCA to thank 
valued partner 
employers for 

their support over 
the past year 

to the encouraging results 

from the recent employer 

satisfaction survey, 

which found that 98% of 

respondents believe that 

ACCA is a respected brand 

and 97% 

regard it as 

a world-class 

organisation. 

In line with 

ACCA’s ongoing 

commitment 

to future-

proofi ng talent, 

the luncheon 

also featured 

a presentation 

on Professional 
accountants 
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Delegates were drawn from 11 key Hong Kong institutions

Millennial mindset
ACCA Hong Kong enlisted the support of academics to fi nd out what matters to the 
next generation of fi nance professionals – and how education can refl ect this

Millennials have many 
strengths but they are facing 
a world of unstoppable 
demographic, political and 
macroeconomic changes. 
Digitalisation, technological 
advancement and 
globalisation mean they have 
to compete with talent both 
in Hong Kong and abroad. 

In June, ACCA Hong 
Kong hosted a roundtable 

of professors and educators 

from 11 key higher education 

institutions to discuss 

ACCA’s Professional Insights 

report, Generation Next, 
which examined the career 

aspirations of the younger 

generation (16 to 36) in 

fi nance today.  

‘Hong Kong is a leading 

global fi nancial centre but 

the accounting curriculum 

is too job-oriented,’ said 

Professor Zhaoyang Gu, 

director of the School of 

Accountancy at the Chinese 

University of Hong Kong. 

A problem with Hong 

Kong’s job-oriented mindset 

is that students focus too 

much on the exam. The key 

to unlocking their potential 

may lie in better training in 

technology, globalisation 

and ethics. Data published 

in Generation Next shows 

that 25% of respondents 

strongly agree and 32% 

agree that technology will 

replace many entry roles in 

the accounting profession. 

That is a staggering 57% who 

see a change coming from 

technological advances.

‘According to recent 

research, of all current 

university disciplines 

accounting is among the 

most likely to lead to a career 

affected by technology. Lots 

of these entry-level jobs are 

not going to be here in the 

future,’ said Richard Simmons, 

professor of teaching in 

Lingnan University.

On the other hand, 84% of 

survey respondents agreed 

or strongly agreed that 

technology will allow fi nance 

professionals to focus on 

higher value-added activities. 

‘Since technology is 

advancing so quickly, we 

need to focus on higher-

value work such as how to 

use technology to assist us in 

making business decisions,’ 

said Dr Anthony Ko, 

associate dean at the Open 

University of Hong Kong.

Instead of being afraid 

of technology, the next 

generation should master 

it. ACCA’s curriculum, for 

example, not only focuses 

on technical aspects of 

accounting but guides 

students in questioning 

impact and how to 

lead businesses. With 

the introduction of the 

‘Strategic Business Leader’ 

case study exam, ACCA 

Qualifi cation – the future 

will expose students to 

real-life business scenarios 

and offer comprehensive 

training on technology and 

data analysis, as well as 

professional scepticism and 

communication skills. 

Thinking globally
Another factor to consider 

is that more businesses 

are operating in multiple 

jurisdictions. ACCA 

offers students regional 

internship opportunities, 

equipping them with 

valuable professional 

development experiences.

That said, only 57% of Hong 

Kong respondents to the 

survey would like to work 

elsewhere, compared with 

80% globally. Academic 

leaders agreed that it’s 

important to convince Hong 

Kong students to think 

globally; Guochang Zhang, 

professor in accounting at 

the University of Hong Kong,  

suggested that the reason 

young people prefer to stay 

could be because there are 

more opportunities in the 

Greater China region.

Being ethical is also crucial 

for accountants, so much so 

that ACCA has unveiled an 

enhanced module on ethics 

to develop vitally important 

ethical behaviour and 

judgement. Professionalism 

used to be what Hong Kong 

was most proud of, but this 

was less emphasised in the 

survey. This leads to a host 

of questions. Can ethics 

be taught in traditional 

classroom settings? How 

should such a course be 

graded? Should it be elective 

or required? And what exactly 

does it mean to be ethical?

‘In Hong Kong, people 

used to prefer general 
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Dr Kelvin Mak said that attitudes to ethics and loyalty are 
different among the younger generation

Professor Zhaoyang 
Gu: students focus too 
much on exams

ethics and values such as 

loyalty. But the younger 

generation do things 

differently,’ said Dr Kelvin 

Mak, an accounting 

lecturer at the Hong Kong 

University of Science 

and Technology. 

‘Sharing personal 

experiences is a great way 

to show real-life examples,’ 

said Man Ko, senior 

lecturer at Hong Kong 

Baptist University. ‘It’s a 

way of teaching with ethics 

embedded in everything.’ 

Dr Raymond Wong, 

associate professor at City 

University of Hong Kong 

and founding member 

of the Sustainable Hong 

Kong Research Hub, 

believes that the way to 

teach students ethics and 

professionalism skills is 

through on-the-job training. 

However, delegates also 

agreed that the younger 

generation’s seeming ‘lack 

of ethics’ could be down to 

generational differences; 

loyalty to employers may 

be lower but that’s because 

mobility is higher.

Understand, retain
Employers looking to 

work with the younger 

generation should be 

aware that they are very 

different. They are less 

enamoured by the idea of 

working long hours at a big 

company and are generally 

happier at mid-tier and 

small fi rms. 

‘Many millennials who 

leave their jobs have not 

found a new job yet,’ said 

Professor Christina Yu, 

associate vice president 

of student learning at the 

Education University of 

Hong Kong. ‘They can 

multitask – that’s one of their 

strengths. They don’t need 

us to teach too much as they 

have the capacity to search 

for what they need through 

the internet.’

Yet, despite often 

looking sharp and 

competent, many of them 

lack confi dence and have 

low self-esteem. ‘They’re not 

entirely sure about their 

potential,’ said Mak, who 

added that guidance and 

motivation are needed in 

their self-explorations and 

goal-setting. 

Man Ko emphasised the 

importance of mentors who 

can talk and listen as equals. 

He appreciated ACCA’s 

annual business competition 

in which the participating 

students were trained 

up in presentation and 

interpersonal skills. ‘They 

seem to have grown up 

overnight,’ he commented. 

ACCA’s mentorship 

programme also allows 

him to share his working 

experience and inspire 

the mentees. 

‘A fl exible syllabus that 

includes presentations skills 

training is important,’ said 

Kevin Lam, professor at Hang 

Seng Management College.

‘It’s a training process. We 

can’t expect the students 

to be perfect immediately,’ 

said Ching-Yee Tam, 

programme manager of 

the Master of corporate 

governance programme at 

The Hong Kong Polytechnic 

University. ‘The educators 

and the employers also 

have the responsibility to 

teach them well, and this 

process requires patience,’ 

she added.

Millennials really request a 

very high level of autonomy 

and respect but they like to 

work with peers and mentors, 

said Yu. ‘The next generation 

wants to be heard rather 

than just take orders.’

‘When dealing with the 

younger generation, we 

shouldn’t treat them like they 

are polarised opponents,’ 

Mak said. ‘It’s our job to 

coach them to unlock 

their potential.’ 

Echoing the research 

fi ndings, all agreed that 

Hong Kong’s next generation 

is aspirational and ambitious, 

with a fundamental shift in 

attitudes. Generation Next 

needs a blend of technical, 

ethical and interpersonal 

skills and competencies 

to ensure future-proofed 

relevancy and create the 

ultimate professional 

quotients for success, 

and ACCA is launching its 

ground-breaking redesign of 

its Qualifi cation to address 

future demands and shape 

the global accountancy 

profession. Those young 

talents equipped with 

in-demand skillsets should 

see the possibilities of 

becoming our future 

strategic business leaders. AB

Carmen Ho, journalist

The roundtable was also 
attended by Dr Sabrina Xie, 
associate professor at Hong 
Kong Shue Yan University
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Members first
ACCA is placing members at the centre of a whole host of exciting developments, 
boosting our satisfaction rates, reports chief executive Helen Brand

ACCA has made great 
progress in the past year in 
delivering enhanced member 
value. Research, careers, 
member engagement – 
these are just some of the 
areas where we’ve been 
particularly active. And 
there’s more to come.

One of ACCA’s greatest 

strengths is the breadth 

and depth of our global 

membership. Whatever the 

topic, we can draw on the 

perspectives of thousands 

of ACCA professional 

accountants to give 

unparalleled insight into 

national, regional and global 

challenges. This ability to 

synthesise our members’ 

views is the starting point for 

all the ‘professional insight’ 

reports we produce. It gives 

our output real resonance 

and impact with employers, 

regulators, governments and 

other influencers.

Some of our most 

impactful reports over 

the past year have been 

shaped by members. Our 

Professional Accountants – 
the future report – released 

as an exclusive to members 

last June (see AB, June 2016) 

– identified the professional 

quotients our members 

will need in the future and 

has fed directly into the 

innovations we announced to 

the ACCA Qualification last 

year (see AB, October 2016). 

Because the experiences 

and insights of members 

have been at the heart of 

these developments, they 

have had a great reception. 

In the latest global employer 

survey we undertook earlier 

this year, 61% of employers 

said they felt even more 

favourable towards ACCA 

and what we provide as a 

result of our qualification 

advances. The developments 

– including our 

global move to 

four sittings a 

year – have also 

contributed 

to the highest 

global member 

satisfaction 

scores in recent 

years, with a 

record 92% 

of employers 

telling us that 

ACCA provides 

relevant skills for their 

business and 92% describing 

ACCA as a world-class 

organisation.

Using feedback from 

members, we’ve also 

produced one of the 

largest studies ever on 

the expectations of future 

finance leaders, in our 

report on ‘generation 

next’ (see AB, July 2016). 

This groundbreaking and 

much-publicised research 

draws on the views of over 

19,000 ACCA members and 

students under the age of 36. 

To give members easier 

access to all this insight, we 

launched a new professional 

insights hub, at accaglobal.

com/insights, where our 

reports are packaged in an 

easy-to-digest way. We’ve 

also introduced a feedback 

feature so we can refine 

our insights.

CA ANZ alliance
We’ve extended our global 

influence even further 

through our groundbreaking 

strategic alliance with 

Chartered Accountants 

Australia and New Zealand 

(CA ANZ). This exciting 

partnership, announced last 

June (see AB, June 2016), 

resulted in a number of 

new initiatives, including 

impactful global research 

on public attitudes to tax 

across the G20 nations, a 

jointly branded corporate 

culture toolkit, and fresh 

support and opportunities for 

members of both ACCA and 

CA ANZ, including access 

to membership of the other 

body for eligible members.

Jobs board takes off
We’ve also seen impressive 

growth in usage – from both 

employers and members 

seeking new opportunities 

– of our ACCA Careers job 

board. Job postings have 

grown rapidly over the past 

six months, rising to 64,000 

a month in June. This is 

generating over 150,000 

jobs by email every week, 

with 8% of applications from 

ACCA members and students 

resulting in a job offer. With 

links with major agencies 

like Hays, Michael Page 

and Randstad and global 

employers such as HSBC and 

PwC, ACCA Careers is now 

one of the largest and most 

used accountancy jobsites in 

the world.

Feeding back
We’re very conscious of our 

accountability to members. 

We’ve introduced Council-

led member engagement 

webinars, designed to give 

members more frequent 

updates on ACCA’s strategic 

progress and enable them to 

A record 92% of 
employers have 

told us that ACCA 
provides relevant 

skills for their 
business and 

92% describe us 
as world class 
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What do you think about ACCA?

Members satisfi ed with ACCA (2016: 71%) 

‘ACCA offers value for money’ (2016: 59%)

‘ACCA is an innovative and forward-thinking 
organisation’ (2016: 67%)

‘ACCA is committed to high standards of 
qualifi cation’ (2016: 75%)

Employers who say ACCA provides relevant 
skills for their business (2016: 87%)

‘ACCA shapes the agenda of the accountancy 
profession’ (2016: 60%)

Employers who say ACCA is a world-class 
organisation (2016: 90%)

76%

71%

64%

64%

82%

92%

92%

hear from ACCA’s leadership. 

These have been well 

received and are giving us 

greater insight into how we 

can best serve our members.

Over the past year, we’ve 

also put signifi cant effort 

into encouraging members 

to have their say at ACCA’s 

annual general meeting 

(AGM). This is important 

because it strengthens the 

mandate of ACCA’s Council 

to take strategic decisions 

they’ve been elected by 

members to make. The 

2016 AGM saw us double 

the numbers of members 

who voted, to over 10,000 

– a record level. We’re keen 

to maintain and extend 

this high level of input at 

this year’s AGM, which 

will be taking place on 30 

November – please look 

out for your invitation from 

Electoral Reform Services to 

cast your vote.

More satisfaction
We’re pleased to see that 

all these efforts are being 

appreciated. In the past 

year, we’ve been able to 

deliver a signifi cant uplift in 

satisfaction through focused 

effort – especially through 

our priority of enhancing 

member value and its 

associated coordinated 

initiatives across key markets.

Member satisfaction saw 

the largest annual increase of 

all customer groups, up 5.4% 

since last year to 76.4%, with 

improvement seen across 

all our markets. This is the 

highest score in fi ve years.

Higher ratings in how 

members perceive their 

relationship with ACCA has 

driven this score up, as well 

as increased agreement 

that ACCA offers value for 

money (up 5% to 64%) and 

that we are an innovative and 

forward-thinking organisation 

(up 4% to 71%). 

Perceptions that ACCA is 

committed to high standards 

of qualifi cation also rose 

(up 7% to 82%), driven by 

positive reactions from 

members to our ‘Professional 

accountants – the future’ 

work. There has also been a 

rise in the view that ACCA 

shapes the agenda of the 

accountancy profession (up 

4% to 64%).

Delivering member value 

will be one of our strategic 

priorities for 2017/18, with 

a view to building better 

support and even greater 

member pride.

We’re continuing to 

innovate, with a new Africa 

edition of AB magazine 

and the design and content 

enhancements we’ve made 

across the entire AB series. 

We hope you continue to like 

what you see. AB
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Ethics spotlight
The next edition of AB will focus on the issue of ethics in a 

new technological era, with a number of articles on this hot 

topic. Our coverage will include an overview of ACCA’s Ethics 
and trust in a digital age report – which explores the ethical 

and trust implications of, for example, big data and artifi cial 

intelligence – and details of ACCA’s Ethics and Professional 

Skills module, to be launched on 31 October.

Collaboration starts at the top: ACCA president 
Brian McEnery with CA ANZ president Cassandra Crowley

The next steps
ACCA and CA ANZ are marking the fi rst anniversary of their 
strategic alliance with a series of joint initiatives

ACCA and Chartered 
Accountants Australia and 
New Zealand (CA ANZ) 
are marking the one-year 
anniversary of their strategic 
alliance by planning a series 
of professional insight 
reports and technical 
studies that will contribute 
to the development of the 
profession and business 
around the world.

With global trade and 

business in the headlines, 

from Belt and Road to 

sustainable development, 

ACCA and CA ANZ’s 

collaborations include:

* research on the digital 

world and its impact on 

the profession

* issues around ethics and 

trust in a digital age, 

including the launch 

of new research, and 

related events (see the 

box below) 

* a paper on financial 

reporting for non-

executive directors on 

boards globally 

* academic roundtables 

designed to promote 

and support the reach 

of selected professional 

insight reports

* exploring innovative 

ways of providing CPD 

opportunities linked to 

research, insights and 

policy initiatives

* responses to international 

consultations and 

exposure drafts.

Since the alliance was 

announced in June 2016, 

ACCA and CA ANZ have 

been working together on 

research and global events 

with the International 

Federation of Accountants 

(IFAC) about the tax system 

in G20 nations (see AB, June 

2017), co-sponsored research 

with the ASEAN Federation 

of Accountants on small and 

medium-sized businesses, 

launched a corporate culture 

toolkit, and announced 

the co-location of staff in 

London, Singapore, Kuala 

Lumpur and Hong Kong. AB
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Tech savvy
Finance professionals need to be 
prepared for the new normal

Crisis? What crisis?
How to use social media to 
manage bad news

Shelf life
What practices can learn from 
supermarket products

The big 
beyond
The Belt and Road initiative is 
mapping out a modern, global 
trade network
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