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Welcome
Following a sensational general election result, Malaysia’s new government is already 
acting on its manifesto promise to ditch GST and rein in public spending

Elsewhere in this issue, we hear from 

a group of companies in Singapore that 

has created a Circle of Practice, the first 

of its kind in Asia, which aims to improve 

sustainability reporting in conjunction 

with A4S, The Prince’s Accounting for 

Sustainability Project. More on page 32.

ACCA Singapore’s recent annual 

conference focused on the impact of the 

digital age (page 61). Guest of honour 

Indranee Rajah, Minister in the Prime 

Minister’s Office and Second Minister for 

Law, Finance and Education, noted the 

impact of emerging technologies and 

acknowledged that the accountancy 

profession is embracing automation as 

an opportunity rather than a threat. 

In our big interview on page 12, we 

hear from Jonathan Blanchard FCCA, 

CFO and COO at global luxury fashion 

retailer Reiss. His move there several 

months ago felt right; the brand was 

already in his wardrobe and within 

minutes of meeting the CEO he 

wanted the job. AB

Colette Steckel, Asia editor

colette.steckel@accaglobal.com

Malaysia’s elections in May saw 
Pakatan Harapan (Alliance of Hope) – 
a party formed less than three years 
ago – sweep to power and end a 
six-decade rule by Barisan Nasional. 
It was a pivotal moment in Malaysia’s 
electoral history and paves the way 
for change. 

Within days of taking office, the prime 

minister, Tun Dr Mahathir Mohamad, 

confirmed one manifesto promise: 

to abolish the unpopular goods and 

services tax (GST). Other pledges, 

such as an overhaul of large and costly 

infrastructure projects, are under way in 

a push to rein in public spending.

These are interesting times in the 

region as Malaysia seeks to rethink its 

economic and business policies. On 

pages 28-30, The Star’s executive editor 

Errol Oh reviews the early days of what 

was a sensational general election, 

while his column on page 17 considers 

the implications of a new government 

inheriting massive country debt. And on 

page 18, Manu Bhaskaran gives his view 

on how financial markets might fare in 

the wake of a political transition in Asia.
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Greenpeace activists 
stormed oil and energy 
company Total’s Paris 
AGM in protest over 
Amazon basin drilling 
plans. The French 
multinational saw net 
profi t rise by 27% to 
US$10.6bn in 2017. 

Tun Dr Mahathir 
Mohamad led opposition 
party Pakatan Harapan 
(Alliance of Hope) to 
victory in Malaysia’s 
general election in May. 
Malaysia’s new parliament 
will meet for 20 days 
in July to table various 
proposals. 

The world’s biggest 
shaftless Ferris wheel 
began operation in 
Weifang, in China’s 
Shandong province. 
Standing 145m tall with 
a diameter of 125m, the 
wheel took three years 
to build at a cost of over 
CNY140m.

The New York Stock 
Exchange has appointed 
Stacey Cunningham as its 
67th president, making 
her the fi rst female head 
in its 226-year history. 
She was previously 
COO, having joined the 
exchange as an intern 
in 1994.
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KPMG’s a winner
KPMG scooped 21 awards in the 2018 Asia Tax Awards, 

building on its success in 2017 when it won 17. Among the rest 

of the Big Four, Deloitte and EY picked up 20 awards between 

them. The individual awards for practitioners went to Allen 

Tan of Baker McKenzie (Asia Tax Practice Leader of the Year); 

Joanne Su of EY (Asia Transfer Pricing Practice Leader of the 

Year); and Seok Hoon Kang of Yulchon (Asia Tax Disputes and 

Litigation Practice Leader of the Year). China’s Tencent Group 

won the award for in-house tax team of the year. 

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

Fear diminishes
Analysis of foreign 

exchange intervention in 

spot and forward markets 

across Asia’s emerging 

economies by the Institute 

for International Finance has 

found that central banks and 

governments are becoming 

more comfortable with 

appreciating currencies. The 

US-based group says the 

exercise shows that ‘fear 

of floating’ has diminished 

in the region, especially 

in mainland China and 

Malaysia, while intervention 

remains relatively intense 

in Singapore and Thailand. 

The analysis covered 

mainland China, Hong Kong, 

India, Indonesia, Malaysia, 

Philippines, Singapore, South 

Korea, Taiwan and Thailand. 

Innovation matters
Almost 90% of senior finance 

executives would relish the 

opportunity to lead a truly 

innovative project, and 

73% would even change 

organisations to be more 

involved in innovation. Yet 

only 12% of innovation 

has been in back-office 

finance processes first, 

with the majority of focus 

being on customer-facing 

processes, FSN’s Innovation 
in the Finance Function 
Survey 2018 finds. However, 

responses suggest that 

63% of organisations that 

don’t discuss innovation 

believe they are in danger 

of their finance processes 

falling behind the rest of 

the business. Moreover, 

the survey finds that 

innovative companies attract 

innovative people. 

Growth continues
Asia continues to be the 

main engine of the world’s 

economy, accounting for 

more than 60% of global 

growth – three-quarters of 

which comes from China 

and India alone – and this 

is expected to continue in 

the near term, gaining 5.6% 

this year and next. But there 

are risks and challenges 

ahead, including from a 

tightening of global financial 

conditions, a shift toward 

inward-looking policies, 

and – over the longer run 

– an ageing population, 

slowing productivity growth 

and the rise of the digital 

economy, according to 

the International Monetary 

Fund’s latest regional report. 

Reach for the cloud
In a report looking at 

financial services regulations 

across the Asia-Pacific 

region, Singapore and 

Hong Kong have come out 

on top as having the most 

favourable policies for cloud 

adoption. The report by 

the Asia Cloud Computing 

Association notes that 

while some countries 

have made positive steps 

in improving regulatory 

clarity around the sector 

(citing Hong Kong, New 

Zealand, the Philippines, 

Singapore and South Korea), 

the wider region still has 

some way to go in breaking 

down the barriers to 

cloud adoption. 

Goodbye, GST
Malaysia’s new government 

has delivered on an election 

promise to abolish the goods 

and services tax (GST), 

announcing that the rate 

would be cut from 6% to zero 

effective from 1 June. For 

more see page 53.

Stay alert
Singapore regulators 

and the banking industry 

have launched two best-

practice papers to better 

prevent money laundering 

and terrorism financing. 

Relevant to ‘financial 

institutions, professional 

services providers and 

other gatekeepers alike’, 

the papers discuss 

common red flags linked 

to trade-based money 

laundering, as well as 

various financial crime 

typologies. ‘I encourage 

you to study both papers, 

and consider how best 

to use the information to 
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Could do better
Employers in Asia are still missing the mark when it comes 

to workplace health and wellbeing, with elevated levels of 

stress reported by 56% of employees. Research by global 

advisory, broking and solutions company Willis Towers 

Watson concludes that employers are spending valuable 

resources on creating standalone and fragmented programmes 

that employees do not value. The research noted, however, that many 

employers are starting to adopt a more strategic approach. 

Managing health is 
employees’ top priority

67%

Employers’ healthcare plan 
meets employees’ needs

63
%

Employers offering lifestyle risk-
management programmes

44%

Employers offering behavioural/
health management programmes

60%

Employers offering fi nancial 
wellbeing programmes

33
%

Employees suffering from 
elevated levels of stress

56
%

Source: Willis Towers Watson 2017/2018 Global Benefi ts Attitudes Survey

meet your needs,’ said 

Chua Kim Leng, special 

adviser in the Monetary 

Authority of Singapore’s 

fi nancial supervision group 

at the AML/CFT Industry 

Partnership Dialogues 

in May. 

PPPs review
China’s efforts to cool down 

local government debt 

growth with a six-month 

clampdown on illegal joint 

fundraising activities by the 

public and private sectors 

have delivered results, 

China Daily reported. A 

statement attributed to the 

ministry of fi nance noted 

that nearly a quarter of the 

approved public-private 

partnerships projects (PPPs) 

had been suspended by 

April, following a nationwide 

investigation. It added that 

1,695 PPP projects, worth 

a total of RMB1.8 trillion 

(US$284bn), had been shut 

down, while a further 2,005 

projects worth RMB3.1 trillion 

had to be ‘rectifi ed’. 

Governance push
The Hong Kong Institute of 

Certifi ed Public Accountants 

has called for substantial 

improvements in corporate 

governance in Hong Kong, 

including the establishment 

by the government 

of a high-level policy 

unit; a stronger role for 

independent non-executive 

directors; and more board 

actions being brought 

into the enforcement 

regime of Securities and 

Futures Ordinance. The 

government has expedited 

the fi rst national standard 

for such technology and a 

complete industrial chain 

has emerged. Over the next 

three years, according to the 

white paper, the cutting-

edge technology is expected 

to be widely integrated into 

sectors such as product 

traceability, copyright 

protection, bill verifi cation, 

precision marketing, energy 

and healthcare. The standard 

is expected to be ready by 

the end of 2019. 

Fraud losses rise
Reported economic crime 

recommendations follow an 

independent comparative 

study of corporate 

governance regimes across 

Hong Kong, the UK, the 

US, mainland China and 

Singapore, with a focus 

on shareholders’ rights, 

remedies and protections, 

and the regulation of non-

Hong Kong incorporated 

companies. 

Blockchain leader
China is likely to take the 

lead in adopting blockchain 

in the real economy, an 

industry white paper says. As 

reported by China Daily, the 

has hit a record high in 

Singapore, with more than 

one in three organisations 

(35%) suffering fraud in 

the last two years, up from 

22% in 2016. Of those, 32% 

estimate losses linked to 

the most disruptive fraud 

at US$1m or above. Chan 

Kheng Tek, forensics leader 

at PwC Singapore, said the 

sharp increase underscores 

the extent of the threat. 

‘Fraudsters continue to 

use opportunities and 

control gaps created by 

fast-changing business 

environment and 

technological sophistication,’ 
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PwC partners on blockchain
PwC Hong Kong and PwC Singapore have entered a joint 

business relationship with VeChain, a blockchain service 

provider specialising in the Internet of Things, supply chain 

management and anti-counterfeiting. PwC Hong Kong 

is discussing the provision of trust-based services on the 

VeChain platform. Raymund Chao, PwC Asia Pacific and 

Greater China chairman, sees this as an important strategic 

collaboration to provide innovative professional services using 

blockchain technology. ‘We are glad to establish a deeper 

relationship with VeChain, which aims to build a trusted and 

distributed business ecosystem to help address longstanding 

challenges in supply chain management, food trust and 

anti-counterfeiting areas. VeChain’s mission aligns with 

PwC’s purpose of solving important problems and building 

trust in society,’ he said. 

telco China Mobile and the 

ICBC bank. According to 

BrandZ, the 2018 ranking 

shows how Tencent and 

Alibaba have become global 

powerhouses. ‘Attitudes are 

changing, particularly among 

younger consumers who are 

falling in love with Chinese 

brands,’ said Doreen Wang, 

Kantar Millward Brown’s 

global head of BrandZ. 

‘While penetration into US 

markets may still be at a 

preliminary stage for both 

brands, other regions are 

embracing them.’ 

Rents rise
Office rents in Hong Kong’s 

Central business district are 

close to the peak reached 

before the 2008 financial 

crisis, and could soon 

exceed that, industry analysts 

predict. This is based on 

real estate services firm JLL’s 

latest analysis showing rents 

in the office market have 

grown at their fastest pace in 

more than two years amid a 

tight vacancy environment. 

Chinese corporates 

continued to be a key driver 

of demand, accounting 

for 53% of new lettings in 

Central in April. 

Car tariff cut
China will cut the import 

duty on passenger cars 

to 15% from 1 July (down 

from 25%), in a move the 

ministry of finance calls a 

major step in expanding 

reform and opening up 

China. With more than 1.2 

million vehicles imported last 

year, and national preference 

for German cars, European 

carmakers such as Porsche, 

BMW and Volkswagen are 

expected to benefit the 

most.  

Cyber threats
The trade secrets and 

intellectual property that 

fill supply chains have 

emerged as key targets 

for ransomware attackers, 

finds research from the NTT 
Security 2018 Global Threat 
Intelligence Report. Across 

Asia Pacific, finance is still 

the most targeted sector – 

despite decreasing from 46% 

of attacks in 2016 to 26% 

in 2017. Increased attacks 

against education resulted 

in the sector jumping from 

9% of attacks in 2016 to 18% 

in 2017. The manufacturing 

sector dropped to sixth 

position (7%), down 

from 32%. AB

Compiled by Peta Tomlinson, 

journalist 

significant benefits from 

artificial intelligence (AI) 

and distributed ledger 

technologies, independent 

research commissioned by 

Thomson Reuters suggests. 

Key findings of the survey of 

30 tier 1 financial institutions 

across North America, 

western Europe and parts 

of developed Asia include 

a strategic wish-list of 

requirements for a fit-for-

purpose, integrated risk 

ecosystem based around 

information and data 

congruence; adaptability; 

rich visualisation, usability 

and collaboration; dynamic, 

event-centric and timely; 

and open and seamless co-

existence. 

Brands take off
Eight of Asia’s leading 

top 10 brands are from 

China, and five of those are 

technology-related. Tencent 

tops the list, followed by 

e-commerce giant Alibaba, 

he said. ‘Growing fraud risk 

awareness has translated 

into more structured fraud 

prevention and detection 

frameworks which include 

enhanced fraud risk 

monitoring techniques and 

detective controls relying on 

technology.’

Worse deal for expats
Expatriate pay packages in 

Hong Kong have fallen to 

a five-year low but are still 

the fourth highest in the 

region after Japan, mainland 

China and India. Lee Quane, 

regional director – Asia at 

ECA International, which 

conducted the research, says 

that rising living costs and 

increased pollution in China 

made it more challenging to 

attract international talent 

and so packages continue to 

rise in local terms. 

AI brings benefits
Risk and compliance 

staff expect to see 
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Tailor-made
After building a career at household-name companies, Jonathan Blanchard FCCA is 
fitting nicely into his role as CFO and COO at global luxury fashion retailer Reiss

Jonathan Blanchard’s role as CFO 
and COO of Reiss seems as perfectly 
tailored for him as the affordable 

    luxury fashion the company sells. Only 
a few months into the role he is part of a 
new team that is determined to put the 
company back on a strong growth path.

Founded in 1971 by David Reiss, who ran 

the business until selling it in 2016 to private 

equity investor Warburg Pincus, the fashion 

retailer has moved from a single store 

selling men’s suits in Bishopsgate, London, 

to a global brand; in Asia Pacific, Reiss has 

three branches in Hong Kong and others in 

Australia and the Philippines. 

‘I love retail and I love the brand,’ says 

Blanchard. ‘Even before I received the call, 

Reiss was a large part of my wardrobe.’ 

After two minutes in the room with recently 

appointed CEO Christos Angelides, 

Blanchard knew he wanted the role.

An experienced private equity and 

turnaround CFO, Blanchard says he looks 

for three elements in any role: the business must excite him, 

the role must challenge him, and the CEO must be right 

because ‘as CFO/COO, I expect to work closely with the CEO, 

having a strong partnership to drive the business forward’.

His track record is as a commercial finance director who has 

always had a broad remit, and his role at Reiss is no exception. 

Functions under his control include finance, property, IT and 

logistics, and he has an extensive involvement in areas such 

as e-commerce. ‘My primary role is to support the business, 

driving performance and helping growth,’ he says.

Blanchard has to deal with simultaneous demands from 

many different directions. For instance, unusually cold weather 

in the UK in February and March meant that budgeted 

numbers were inevitably missed; at the same time, Reiss 

launched its first three concessions in South Korea. 

So immaculate planning of the diary is tough; perhaps it is 

no surprise he is an inveterate list-maker, adding to it at any 

point of day or night on his iPad or iPhone. And there an item 

will stay until sorted, even if that takes time.

Challenging assumptions
As it is early days, Blanchard is still on a 

learning curve, analysing issues and working 

out priorities. For instance, he and his 

colleagues have just completed a new four-

year business plan – a big piece of work 

involving the entire senior management 

team, with Blanchard coordinating 

the process as well as challenging the 

assumptions behind the plan, although 

‘with the CEO, I’m confident the plan is 

good and assumptions sensible’.

Blanchard says that one lesson he has 

learnt over his career is that every business 

needs to develop resilience. ‘In any 

business, things are going to go wrong, 

and especially in retail,’ he explains. ‘You 

can’t allow these setbacks to knock you 

and your confidence.’ And resilience for 

Blanchard is personal as well as corporate: 

‘Strong leadership, sound management, 

good processes and operations that don’t 

crack are fundamental to a business.’ 

Before joining Reiss, he went shopping at the UK flagship 

store just off London’s Oxford Street. He says he found the 

customer service at the shop, which abuts a lively head office, 

was every bit as good as the brand’s tailoring.

When he joined the business, he said his first task was to 

listen. ‘You need to listen properly to everyone in the business 

to understand what is going on and what the real issues are.’ 

Following the listening phase, Blanchard is ready to make 

changes quickly in response to changing circumstances. 

For example, Reiss has a considerable property portfolio, 

and Blanchard has made some efficiency and cost savings 

with the help of advisers. ‘Those changes were clearly the 

right thing to do; it brings benefit to the company and it 

breeds confidence in my team, as I tell them our role is to 

make the business better, and you only make things better 

by making change.’

Empowering his team is important. If they want to drive 

change, Blanchard says he will fully support them in proposing 

innovations in areas where they identify inefficiencies. And he’s 
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‘I love retail and 
I love the brand. 

Even before 
I received the 

call, Reiss was 
a large part of 
my wardrobe’
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Basicsi

i Tips

£230m
In 2016 David Reiss sold his majority stake in Reiss to US 

private equity firm Warburg Pincus, best known in the UK for 

owning discount chain Poundland. (It sold its remaining stake 

in 2016.) The deal valued the luxury clothes chain at £230m; 

the founder retains a minority stake and the chairman role.

£159
Sales have been given a major boost by the Duchess 

of Cambridge, for whom Reiss is a favoured brand. 

Famously, she wore a £159 white Reiss dress for her official 

engagement portrait to Prince William in 2010. 

£15.2m
At the end of January 2017 annual sales were £164.5m 

compared with £145.2m for the previous period. Operating 

profit to January 2017 was £15.2m compared with £17.3m for 

the year to January 2016. The fall in profit was attributed to 

investment in international stores and e-commerce.

25%
A quarter of the business is outside the UK. Blanchard says: 

‘Reiss will become a stronger global brand.’

179
At the end of 2017, Reiss had 179 stores in 17 countries. 

* ‘Constantly challenge yourself to improve your 

performance and progress your career.’ 

* ‘If your performance isn’t improving, try to change your 

role at that business. If you can’t do that, think about 

moving elsewhere.’

* ‘Be demanding of your line manager to be exposed 

to new areas and build your experience.’

* ‘In a turnaround you focus on the key issues 

holding the business back and improve them. In 

any role you need drive, energy and resilience – but 

in turnaround you need those characteristics in 

bucketloads.’

prepared to take the concomitant risk that if it goes wrong 

then it could – for a while – be worse than before, although he 

adds: ‘I’ve never really had that fear.’ 

All retailers will have to change if they want to improve 

performance in what Blanchard calls costs headwinds (a 

challenging mixture of rent, rates and pay increases) as well as 

the ongoing opportunity from digital as more customers shop 

online. Reiss is wedded to strategic investments in online and 

a physical presence on the high street. ‘It is about how stores 

and online interact with one another,’ he says.

Looking at the issues for the sector, Blanchard declares: 

‘Retail isn’t dead, but boring retail is.’ He shies away from 

defining the Reiss customer profile too closely: customers 

could be frequent shoppers or buying for a special occasion 

– a dress for a wedding, for example. Given the price tags, 

though, they are mostly over-25s. 
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‘Strong 
leadership, sound 

management, good 
processes and 

operations that 
don’t crack are 

fundamental to 
a business’

Reiss has always prided itself on its reputation for design – 

all done in-house – and Blanchard is aware of the ‘effort and 

love’ that has gone into all the fashion the company sells. 

Backing trends
In terms of the numbers Blanchard is clear on the three main 

KPIs for the business (and for all retail): sales, gross margin 

and EBITDA as a profit measure. ‘Retail analyses its sales 

every day, spotting trends, seeing what is performing well, and 

then backing those trends by making sure we have the stock 

available.’ Systems are such that Blanchard could have sales 

figures hourly, but he says that function is firmly turned off. 

He says his satisfaction comes from helping a business to 

grow and delivering value to shareholders. His experience 

tells him that all employees are energised by the business 

performing well. Reiss may have the advantages of a well-

established brand, but Blanchard and his colleagues know 

they have to turn their advantage into bigger profits. When 

Warburg Pincus acquired the chain in 2016, it made it 

clear that it was looking for expansion in the UK as well as 

internationally, in North America, Asia and Australia.

Blanchard is well aware of the task ahead: ‘While in the last 

couple of years the business has grown, the profits have not. 

Now we have a new management team in place, and with the 

brand’s strength we see 2018 and beyond as a period we move 

back into profit growth.’

As Reiss looks to improve performance over the next few 

years, it has declared its brand attributes to be ‘modern, 

creative, cool, stylish.’ As Blanchard settles into the CFO/COO 

role he looks set to become the embodiment of that tag line. AB

Peter Williams, accountant and journalist
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Where’s your cut?
With banks now able to credit crossborder payments in minutes and track payments in 
real-time, their customers are entitled to a share of the action, says Cesar Bacani

and lower costs. ‘It will depend on what 

the bank connected to SWIFT is willing 

or able to share with and offer to the 

corporate,’ he replied. 

The technology allows banks to 

integrate GPI’s tracker into their 

applications, so they can provide new 

customer services such as tracking 

the status of incoming payments. ‘We 

expect corporates to start saying, I want 

to see where my payment is, and I want 

my bank to tell me that,’ Dirckx told me. 

What’s more, third-party developers 

and vendors can offer tools and 

apps that can be plugged on top of 

the platform. For example, SWIFT 

is developing stop-and-recall 

functionality for GPI. 

But don’t expect banks to 

volunteer information about the new 

functionalities in messaging or offer to 

share the savings they make off GPI. 

For a start, not everyone has migrated 

to it, and CFOs and treasurers will need 

to nudge their banking providers to 

consider transferring to it. But if your 

banking partners are already on GPI, 

you should ask for access to the tracker 

and suggest new features your bank (or 

the third parties it hires) can develop. 

It’s probably too much to ask banks 

to share the cost savings they make 

with their customers. The real value for 

CFOs and treasurers will come from 

transparency, efficiency, speed and new 

value-added services. If your bank is not 

providing these benefits, it is time to 

make clear you expect them to do so as 

soon as possible. AB

Cesar Bacani is editor-in-chief of 

CFO Innovation

When the supplier of my supplier 
comes up with innovations that make 
things go more speedily, efficiently and 
cheaply for my supplier, shouldn’t I as 
the ultimate customer also share in the 
benefits? Shouldn’t I ask my supplier to 
pass on to me the cost reductions and 
offer me the new value-added services 
enabled by the innovations? 

Those were the questions that 

popped into my head while speaking to 

Philippe Dirckx, Asia Pacific managing 

director for SWIFT, the cooperative 

that provides the world’s banks and 

corporates with secure messaging 

services. CFOs, treasurers and other 

finance professionals use SWIFT’s 

infrastructure, via their banks, for 

crossborder payments and transfers.

SWIFT has now developed a 

payments platform called GPI that 

serves as an alternative infrastructure 

to the current messaging system. It is 

designed to enable banks to credit an 

account with payments in minutes or 

even seconds, track payments in real-

time, provide transparency over bank 

fees charged and FX rates applied, and 

reduce costs.

Launched 15 months ago, GPI now 

accounts for 25% of all crossborder 

traffic, SWIFT says, and more than 165 

banks have signed up. To date, 50 

million payments have been processed, 

with major country corridors such as 

US-China accounting for more than 

40% of payment traffic, according to 

the organisation. 

I asked Dirckx whether the CFO and 

treasurer, as bank clients, will now be 

able to track company payments in 

real-time and share in the efficiencies 

The real value 
for CFOs and 

treasurers will 
come from 

transparency, 
efficiency, speed 
and new value-
added services
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The tightening of 
public spending 

is a must. The 
government has 

shelved a few 
megaprojects and 
is likely to do the 

same for a few more

Malaysia looks ahead
As Malaysia’s new government reveals the full extent of the country’s debt, 
urgent action must be taken to rein in public spending, says Errol Oh

rental, maintenance and other 

charges) for public-private partnership 

projects for the construction of 

government assets such as schools, 

hostels, roads, police stations and 

hospitals.The minister claimed that 

these commitments, amounting to 

RM201.4bn, were ‘designed specifically 

to circumvent the federal government 

guarantee and debt limits’. Recognising 

the true debt situation, he added, 

would  enable the government to take 

concrete actions to regularise and 

strengthen its financial state.

The stock market has been sensitive 

to talk of a debt overhang. However, 

there was no rush among the rating 

agencies to downgrade the country’s 

sovereign rating. Other observers 

appear calm as well. ‘As long as the 

economy is growing at a healthy pace 

of above 5%, Malaysia should be able 

to service its debt,’ said the research 

arm of Alliance Investment Bank in a 

30 May report. 

The tightening of public spending is 

a must, though. The government has 

shelved a few megaprojects and is likely 

to do the same for a few more. Some 

agencies have been closed down and 

many contracts have been terminated. 

Pakatan Harapan says some of its 

campaign pledges are on hold until the 

finances improve.

However, the post-election goodwill 

continues to radiate, with the 

government setting up a special trust 

fund for donations. More than RM18.6m 

was collected in less than 48 hours. That 

is a clear vote of confidence. AB

Errol Oh is executive editor of The Star

Up until 20 May, the government’s debt 
meant very little to most Malaysians. At 
best, the average Joe had an inkling of 
its size. A reasonable guess would be 
that the IOU note was in the billions, 
but surely it was nothing to worry 
about because the leaders had not said 
much about it.

But there has been a change of 

government. In the 9 May general 

election, the Pakatan Harapan coalition 

was swept into power and the new 

administration has had no qualms about 

highlighting the full extent of Malaysia’s 

debt. On 21 May, Prime Minister Tun Dr 

Mahathir Mohamad stated that these 

exceeded RM1 trillion. He described 

this as a challenge that must be 

overcome with our ‘efforts and ideas’.

The details came three days later via 

a media release from Finance Minister 

Lim Guan Eng, who confirmed that 

the federal government’s debts and 

liabilities as at 31 December last year 

amounted to RM1.087 trillion or 80.3% 

of the GDP, the bulk of which was the 

federal government debt of RM686.8bn 

(50.8% of GDP). 

What is particularly interesting is that 

the new government has included two 

other liability components to arrive 

at RM1 trillion. The first is labelled 

‘committed government guarantees’. 

These relate to almost RM200bn of debts 

incurred by certain government-linked 

entities for which the federal government 

is a guarantor. According to Lim, the 

government is already committed to 

honouring the guarantees because these 

entities cannot service their debts.

The second liability component 

comprises lease payments (including 
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Towards a bright future
As Malaysia embarks on an ambitious programme to create a more dynamic and 
efficient economy, short-term issues are a small price to pay, says Manu Bhaskaran

minimum wage, easing the burden 

of student loans and reducing or 

eliminating highway tolls. Even with 

higher oil prices substantially boosting 

revenues, the fiscal deficit will probably 

widen, which has made the rating 

agencies worried. 

Second, several megaprojects have 

been or will be cancelled, including the 

high-speed rail link between Singapore 

and Kuala Lumpur, as well as the China-

backed East Coast Rail Link, causing 

markets to react badly. 

These concerns are understandable 

but the downsides are likely to be 

contained. We estimate the deterioration 

in the fiscal deficit to be around 0.4% of 

GDP in 2018 – not ideal but certainly not 

enough to destabilise the government’s 

financial position. In the longer term, 

however, once oil prices fall, new sources 

of revenue will become necessary. 

The cancellation of projects may not 

be a bad thing as there were question 

marks over how they were conceived 

and awarded. Where there are viable 

projects, it is more than likely that they 

will eventually go ahead but under 

more transparent processes and almost 

certainly at a lower cost. On the other 

hand, the reforms will hugely improve 

governance and reduce waste in the 

budget, releasing funds for more 

productive use. 

In other words, the short-term 

issues are a small price to pay if the 

promised reforms are indeed carried 

through and produce a more dynamic 

and efficient economy. AB

Manu Bhaskaran is CEO of Centennial 

Asia Advisors in Singapore

On 9 May, Malaysians voted in their 
general election to oust the coalition 
that had ruled the country since 
independence in 1957, replacing it 
with a reformist coalition headed by 
former Prime Minister, Tun Dr Mahathir 
Mohamad. Malaysians reacted joyously 
to the change but financial markets 
have been cautious. What should we 
expect from the Malaysian economy 
going forward?

The new government includes 

many reformists who seek to rectify 

the governance failures that caused 

corruption to explode. It has wasted 

little time in cleansing the system. 

Investigations into alleged malfeasance 

have seen even former prime minister 

Najib Razak hauled in for questioning. 

Key agencies such as the Attorney-

General’s Chambers and the Malaysian 

Anti-Corruption Commission are being 

overhauled as a first step towards 

revitalising checks and balances in the 

system. Expensive infrastructure projects 

have been put on hold and the new 

government has promised to abolish a 

slew of repressive laws in order to foster 

a more vibrant media and civil society. 

These changes will eventually 

produce a business environment that is 

friendlier and less wasteful. The culture 

of impunity will be diminished. The 

degradation of key institutions is now 

likely to be at least partially reversed, 

bringing with it more stability. 

Political transitions are often difficult 

so it is not surprising that financial 

markets are concerned. First, the new 

government had campaigned on a 

populist platform of abolishing the 

goods and services tax, raising the 

Political transitions 
are often difficult 

so it is not 
surprising that 

financial markets 
are concerned
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Annual report
ACCA has published its integrated report for the year ended 31 March 2018.  

You can find it at annualreport.accaglobal.com 

Sharing the inspiration
All around the world, the next generation of finance professionals are 
continuing to demonstrate ACCA’s core values, says Leo Lee

I continue to be inspired by our 

members and students every day, and 

I hope that as president I can share 

this inspiration with as many of you 

as possible. AB

Leo Lee FCCA is retired, but 

formerly held various roles at the 

Securities and Futures Commission of 

Hong Kong and is past president of 

ACCA Hong Kong

I have been an ACCA member for 
over 40 years. I graduated from Hong 
Kong Polytechnic with an ACCA 
Qualification in 1976 and have had a 
long and fulfilling career. I have been a 
senior civil servant with the Hong Kong 
government; held senior positions 
with the Securities and Futures 
Commission of Hong Kong; and been a 
director at asset management company 
Benington Capital.

ACCA opened the door to all of 

these opportunities. It equipped 

me not just with technical skills but 

with a professional mindset, an 

ethical compass, an understanding 

of international regulation, and the 

communication skills to convey all of 

this to my business partners. ACCA 

gave me so much – and it is a privilege 

to share my story and give back to the 

ACCA community around the world.

In recent months, I have spent 

time at many universities and with 

other learning partners around the 

world, and I have really enjoyed the 

conversations I have had with students 

and new members. During a visit to 

Wuhan, China, I met a student who 

majored in English at the university and 

completed all the ACCA exams through 

self-study. He contacted me afterwards 

to express his gratitude to ACCA 

for providing such opportunities, to 

students and members at all levels, to 

meet and share knowledge with ACCA 

members and representatives.   

For this particular student, ACCA had 

changed the direction of his life and 

instilled in him the desire to work hard 

and strive for success. He is taking a 

good job with a large firm but would 

like to use his spare time to teach 

others who are studying for the ACCA 

Qualification and to assist with the 

development of the profession in China.

This is an excellent example of 

our next generation holding the 

same core ACCA values. We are 

all working together to support 

the ACCA family and the finance 

profession, no matter what we do or 

where we are from.
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Optimistic outlook
CFOs in China have become more 

optimistic about the economic 

outlook, underpinned by governmental 

strategic measures such as the Belt and 

Road initiative, along with the global 

economic upswing that began in 2016, 

according to Deloitte’s latest China CFO 
Survey for Q1 2018. However, a third 

of respondents expressed a degree 

of pessimism towards the economy, 

specifically around the fast-moving 

and unpredictable development of 

global geopolitical events, as well as 

detrimental government policy.  

Big on blockchain
Three out of four big companies 

surveyed by Deloitte across seven 

countries see a compelling business 

case for blockchain technology. 

Presented at a CoinDesk Consensus 

event in New York City in May, the 

findings represent views from a range 

of industries, with financial services 

the biggest group (23%). Not a single 

respondent in China said they would not 

invest in blockchain within the coming 

year, compared with 16% in the US. 

Globally, 39% believed that blockchain 

is ‘overhyped’, with 44% of those saying 

so in the US – up 10 percentage points 

from 2016. 

The view from
Penny Pan ACCA, finance and operations manager, 
Zhongkejianye Environmental Protection Technology, China

a great deal of time 

and commitment. The 

accumulation of real 

hands-on experience is 

so important.

China is a rapidly 
developing country. 

Everybody is aware of the great 

changes China has undergone in 

recent years. Many opportunities 

are offered to anyone willing to 

commit to the challenging but 

stimulating journey to success. You 

can’t ignore the pace of change 

in so many areas of our lives. It is 

appealing and possible for people 

to become really successful in such 

an environment if they’re willing 

to determinedly put in the effort. 

However, compared with the situation 

10 years ago, it seems that doing 

business is becoming tougher and 

tougher; competition is fierce. 

The biggest achievement in my 
career was becoming an ACCA 
member. It has expanded my world 

view and my knowledge base, 

and it guides me to continuously 

step forward and to never stop. 

Self-improvement is my pursuit in 

life – constantly enriching myself 

and meeting new challenges with 

courage, always with the hope of 

making all my dreams a reality. 

I’ve already achieved a major one, 

even though, while I had a lot of 

dreams, being an accountant was 

not one of them. I wanted to be a 

translator, a diplomat or a TV presenter. 

Strange how things turn out. AB

I believe 
professional 

knowledge is a 
tool; it is useful for 

opening doors

In college, I majored in 
accounting. Thankfully, 

even then I realised that 

accounting is essential in 

all varieties of business 

and industry, so I believed 

it would provide me with 

great career opportunities. 

The natural next step was to join a state 

enterprise as an accountant. After 

many years’ experience, especially 

after successfully achieving ACCA 

membership, I now completely 

understand how important it is to 

be able to use financial instruments well 

and responsibly. 

I now operate a company as a 
partner. This requires full use of 

all my accounting knowledge and 

it also simultaneously needs me 

to focus on the company’s market 

strategy, something I find greatly 

challenging but ultimately rewarding. 

I believe professional knowledge is 

a tool; it is useful for opening doors. 

However, developing sufficiently to 

be truly successful in a field requires 

£3.24  
trillion
The global cost of fraud 
annually, equal to the 
combined GDP of the 
UK and Italy.   
Source: Crowe Clark Whitehill
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Nurturing 
future leaders
As NWD becomes ACCA’s strategic partner, Teddy Liu 
FCCA describes the importance of talent management 
to corporate growth

With this in mind, in March NWD 

signed a strategic partnership with 

ACCA and received Approved 

Employer accreditation for its 

Professional Development and Trainee 

Development programmes. 

‘We don’t hire people as 

employees; we hire future leaders and 

businesspeople,’ Liu says. ‘They are 

the ones creating new business on the 

platform NWD provides.’

Professional support
Founded in 1970, NWD is one of the 

top property developers in Hong Kong. 

As a conglomerate operating in various 

business areas, NWD has vast training 

needs, and the group has embedded 

ACCA’s syllabus into its CPD in the 

last year. 

‘My colleagues are not accounting 

professionals,’ Liu explains. ‘We really 

need someone external to give us 

technical training and professional 

support, and to keep us up to date.’ 

ACCA has, says Liu, been crucial 

to his career. Starting out as a 

science major, he undertook his 

ACCA studies in 1988 and went 

into audit. ‘Studying for my ACCA 

Qualifi cation gave me a backbone, 

something I can rely on,’ he says, 

adding that he feels dignity, pride and 

professionalism in being a member 

of ACCA. ‘I understand what business 

means to me, and that is what drives 

me professionally.’ 

Liu joined NWD as a fi nancial 

controller in 1997 and, after a number 

of years within the fi nance function, he 

is now involved in the business, support 

and government aspects of NWD’s 

operations. He believes his FCCA 

accreditation has been a help in terms 

of professionalism, activity and ethics. 

‘My motto is if something needs to be 

done and no one is willing to do it, I 

will do it,’ says Liu. ‘That’s why my role 

changes all the time.’

on its investments, with the two 
inextricably linked. 

‘It’s a commitment to something 

professional and valuable,’ says 

Teddy Liu FCCA, general manager of 

corporate and talent development 

at NWD.

New World Development Group 
(NWD) is one of Hong Kong’s 
biggest conglomerates, focusing on 
property, infrastructure and services, 
department stores and hotels. 
Future success depends as much on 
its people as it does on the returns 
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Basicsi

Founded in 1970 and listed on 

the Hong Kong stock exchange 

two years later, NWD had more 

than US$54.4bn in assets as of 

June 2017, spanning property 

development, infrastructure, retail 

and hotels and serviced apartments 

in Hong Kong, mainland China 

and Macau. The group’s two other 

listed companies are NWS Holdings 

and New World Development 

Department Store China. Today, it has 

47,000 employees.

The company’s ethos is based 

around ‘the artisanal movement’, a 

philosophy for living that embraces 

bespoke craftsmanship, art 

and  sustainability.

‘The overarching development 

strategy of NWD has changed a 

lot over the years,’ says NWD’s 

general manager of corporate 

and talent development Teddy 

Liu. ‘We call ourselves artisans – 

people who really know what the 

customers want.’ 

an organic farm and an aquaponics 

pond, in Hong Kong’s New Territories 

last November. This embodies the 

company’s vision of innovation and 

sustainable growth. 

NWD is also committed to 

corporate sustainability through 

initiatives such as encouraging staff 

to take part in volunteering and 

providing work experience to school 

students, as well as its involvement 

in the  Commission on Poverty’s Life 

Buddies scheme. In addition, the 

New World Springboard sustainable 

community programme, funded 

by the New World Group Charity 

Foundation, offers a range of youth 

initiatives including professional sports 

In 2010, he took on the role of head 

of corporate and talent development as 

well as head of group internal audit.

Building mindsets 
NWD already has a proven track record 

in talent development and was named 

one of the best companies to work for 

in Hong Kong at this year’s HR Asia 

Awards. ‘We want to build people’s 

artisan mindset here, where employees 

focus on becoming highly skilled and 

responsive to customers’ needs,’ says 

Liu. ‘Our ultimate goal is to provide our 

customers with the most bespoke and 

memorable experience.

‘We train our staff on how to 

understand customers, how 

innovation is driven, how to take 

the initiative to make changes, 

how to be more committed 

to themselves and how to 

complement teams – a lot of mindset-

changing programmes.’

Liu says the company’s 

entrepreneurial employees have the 

freedom to build their own projects 

through their network with help from 

NWD and are encouraged to do so. 

And, sustainability has long been a 

theme, with the company adhering 

to strict international environmental 

standards. As part of this commitment, 

NWD launched its Green Atrium, 

a sustainable green building and 

interactive learning centre featuring 
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2010
Head of corporate and talent 

development, head of group internal 

audit, NWD 

2005
Roles in business management, 

corporate risk management and 

corporate development (training role)

2005
General manager, risk management, 

NWS Holdings

2002
Financial controller, NWS Holdings

1997
Financial controller, New World Services

1993
Financial controller, Hip Hing 

Construction (NWD affi liate)

1988
Audit senior, Price Waterhouse

CVi potential,’ Liu says. ‘ACCA has a lot 

of resources regarding BRI and GBA 

initiatives that we can ride on. We 

have our internal resources but the 

point is we need a lot of professional 

knowledge, input and insight, so ACCA 

can provide that platform.’

‘As investors, we have a lot of 

accountants here, particularly 

infrastructure people,’ says Liu. ‘They 

should benefi t from understanding more 

from ACCA and other members here.’

The impact of existing and emerging 

trends around how professional 

accountants need to respond to the 

fast-changing environment is addressed 

in ACCA’s global research programme, 

Professional accountants – the future. 

Its report, Drivers of change and future 
skills, identifi ed seven key professional 

quotients: technical skills and ethics, 

intelligence, creative, digital, emotional 

intelligence, vision, and experience. 

These are incorporated into ACCA 

Qualifi cation – the future to train the 

future leaders employers need.

‘As a fellow member, I’m proud that 

my membership body is committed 

in listening to and understanding 

employers’ needs,’ Liu says. ‘The seven 

key quotients identifi ed by ACCA are 

exactly the skills that will future-proof 

an organisation.’ 

Liu is particularly inspired by the 

vision quotient, which indicates the 

ability to anticipate future trends 

accurately based on existing facts and 

fi ll the gaps by thinking innovatively. 

‘The vision quotient is very important 

because people without vision and 

purpose can’t make much progress,’ 

he says. ‘It properly hooks onto our 

company vision.’

Liu is also drawn to the technical skills 

and ethics quotient. ‘As accountants 

we are, after all, technical people but, 

more importantly the ethics quotient 

drives our personalities, behaviour and 

standards,’ he says.

training, mentorship and a community 

ambassador programme.

Bridge to BRI
NWD has been investing in mainland 

China since 1973 and is one of its largest 

foreign direct investors. The group is also 

actively participating in the development 

of the Belt and Road initiative (BRI) and 

the Greater Bay Area (GBA) initiative 

in the south of the country. As an 

Approved Employer, NWD will benefi t 

from ACCA’s extensive understanding of 

the intiatives, providing the group with 

a bridge between internal and external 

fi nance professionals.

‘With ACCA’s reputation for 

professional excellence, I see unlimited 

Another quotient that Liu believes 

fi ts well with NWD’s company culture 

is the focus on experience, which 

represents the ability and skills to 

understand customer expectations, 

meet desired outcomes and create 

value. ‘We see our engagement with 

ACCA as a corporate partnership; that 

way we can engage our people and 

make them realise that this is something 

really good for us,’ he says. ‘This can 

help support our connectivity and build 

on it; connection with experts is a very 

important benefi t.’ 

As a strategic partner, ACCA has 

been offering staff training on topics 

such as fraud management, fi nance 

for non-fi nance professionals and 

corporate governance. More than 

200 employees signed up for a session 

on tax and stamp duty. ‘The response 

has been overwhelming,’ says Liu. ‘I 

know I’m moving in the right direction 

because I’ve been getting really 

positive feedback.’

Liu sees sustainability as key to a 

fulfi lled workforce. ‘Talent to me does 

not just mean our 47,000 employees; it 

means the 7.6 billion people on earth,’ he 

says. ‘If I can engage staff in something 

that will make our world better, then that 

is effective management.’

Liu notes the challenges that lie ahead 

for talent management, not least in the 

way work patterns are evolving. ‘I don’t 

see a lifetime career concept any more,’ 

he says. ‘People are doing what they like 

and can do,’ he says. ‘As an employer, 

we can deploy the people that can do 

something for specifi c projects.’

He believes that, in the future, talent 

management will be task-based, using 

different but specifi c skillsets.

‘Ultimately, people can be grouped by 

their portfolio of competences; it is up 

to them to demonstrate their abilities 

and improve their employability.’ AB

Cornelia Zou, journalist
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Crowe rebrands
Crowe Horwath International 

has begun a rebranding process 

under which the network will be 

renamed Crowe Global, with its 220 

member firms adopting the name 

Crowe. The change was announced 

soon after new global CEO, David 

Mellor, took over on 1 April. Mellor said 

that the rebrand ‘provides the perfect 

platform for our trusted professionals 

to continue to share knowledge and 

resources which are of great benefit 

to the boardroom and in the countries 

and markets that we service’. 

Reanda expands in UK
Chinese accountancy firm Reanda 

International has opened a new office 

in London with the aim of better 

serving growing trade and investment 

during the ‘golden era’ of China-UK 

relations – in particular, to capitalise 

on business opportunities generated 

from the Belt and Road initiative 

(BRI). Reanda International, which is 

currently represented by 96 offices 

in 31 territories internationally along 

and beyond the BRI routes, has a 

staff of more than 2,200 and reported 

a total aggregate fee income of 

US$191m in 2017, a year-on-year 

growth of 7%. 

The view from
Thomas Lee FCCA, partner at Lee, Au & Co, Hong 
Kong, on the transformation of the audit profession

day and share useful tips 

to support my clients’ 

business growth.

I hope to attract talent 
and for my colleagues to 
explore new horizons and 
business opportunities. 

I hope they can bring new business 

ideas and potentially spin off business 

segments for the firm. They will become 

entrepreneurs, too!

 
Hong Kong has always been the best 
place to do business, with a very 
solid and trusted legal framework. 
It’s a vibrant city where people have 

enormous energy. There are still many 

expatriates living and working in 

Hong Kong, while a lot of talent from 

mainland China also choose to begin a 

career here. We live in a city with very 

intense competition, but that is our 

edge and it accelerates growth.

 
Hong Kong wants to tap into 
more creative economies. The city 

is working hard to adapt to more 

creative ways of doing business, 

while ensuring compliance with its 

existing legal framework. That is very 

challenging; you must think and work 

outside the box, while not overriding 

legal principles.

If I weren’t an accountant, I might 
have run a small bakery shop in my 
local community. I would also give 

some bread away to the elderly or 

children who may not be able to afford 

a nutritious breakfast. Everyone should 

have a good start to the day. AB

The general 
public has higher 

expectations of the 
quality delivered 

by auditors; at the 
same time, new 

entrants also have 
higher aspirations

When I was eight, I 
remember seeing my dad 
working on a spreadsheet. 
He said he was an 

accountant; I thought that 

was pretty cool and it 

inspired me to pursue a 

career in accounting and 

finance. I started my career with KPMG 

where I first got the taste of life as an 

auditor. After five years, I moved on to 

the government and finally into my own 

practice with my father.

 
The volume of technical standards 
has at least tripled compared to when 
I was an audit junior. The general 

public has higher expectations of the 

quality delivered by auditors; at the 

same time, new entrants also have 

higher aspirations.

 
In addition to managing my own 
practice, my role is to be an auditor as 
well as a business companion to my 
clients. They come to me for impartial 

advice on tax, legal or even business 

models. I learn something new every 

27% 
of the IFRS 
Foundation’s funding 
is from accountancy 
firms; 52% from public 
funding; and 21% is self-generated. 
Source: IFRS Foundation annual 
report 2017
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All change 
in audit
External factors from technological change to increasing 
business complexity are hastening a raft of changes for auditors

different year ends so new-style reports 

are still in the bedding-in phase. Even 

so, Chiew says, ‘In the first years it is 

clearly not going to be perfect. We 

need to focus on the views of the users 

to gradually calibrate the content of 

KAMs and the manner in which they 

are communicated. But it is promising 

and there is more value that can be 

extracted from this.’

Relevance and value
The significance of KAMs for the future 

relevance and value of auditing should 

not be underestimated. CA ANZ notes: 

‘Never before in the history of auditing 

have we seen such a revolutionary 

change that will significantly improve 

the value of audit. We encourage 

innovation so that audit reports are 

insightful and unique, and we challenge 

our markets and regulators to support 

By 2028, auditing will be dominated 
by communication, transparency and 
radical technological practices. A whole 
raft of changes should see audit in a 
significantly different place from where 
it is today, leading to an increase in 
quality, value and relevance. These 
potential outcomes are being driven by 
the external environment. Liz Stamford 
FCA, audit and insolvency leader at 
CA ANZ, says: ‘In a world of increasing 
business complexity, rapid rate of 
technological change and evolving 
audit delivery models, it is a constant 
challenge to ensure that the auditing 
and assurance standards adapt to our 
changing environment.’

The most visible shift – which will be 

widely accepted and understood by 

2028 – is auditors clearly communicating 

in the audit report, with the key 

shift being the establishment and 

acceptance of KAMs (key audit matters). 

The idea, according to the International 

Auditing and Assurance Standards 

Board (IAASB) is ‘more intense 

communication with management’ and 

a greater understanding by the public of 

companies and their audits.

Chun Wee Chiew, ACCA’s regional 

head of policy for Asia Pacific and a 

recently appointed board member 

of the IAASB, is convinced that for 

auditors communication is key. ‘The 

idea that auditors and accountants are 

great with numbers but can’t write has 

to be challenged,’ he says. ‘The audit 

report is a great opportunity to change 

that perception, to break the mould 

and demonstrate the value of audit – it 

might be a game changer. This is the 

start of the future.’

Audit report change is being rolled 

out across the globe across slightly 
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The consultation, which ran until early 

2018, set out options that are intended 

to make the setting of international 

auditing and ethical standards 

independent of the auditing profession. 

In a joint response, ACCA and 

CA ANZ noted: ‘The drivers for the 

proposals are stated to be a crisis in the 

confidence of auditing standards due 

to the perception that the accounting 

profession wields undue influence over 

the processes. Neither organisation has 

seen evidence to support this view, nor 

has it been a concern that has resonated 

with our members and stakeholders 

during consultation.’

In light of the Monitoring Group’s 

work – which has a long way to go – 

Andrew Gambier, ACCA’s head of 

audit and assurance, points out that all 

standard-setters have a challenging job. 

‘Standards have to tell technical people 

what the standard-setters want them 

to do; at the same time the standards 

need to enjoy a certain level of public 

confidence,’ he says. ‘That is difficult 

when standards are technical and 

there is cynicism that they say what the 

profession wants them to say.’

That sort of dilemma informed ACCA’s 

report, Tenets of a quality audit, written 

by Gambier, which explores some of 

the tensions that will continue to exist 

in audit. These include the desire for 

thorough audits versus timely ones; 

and the need for auditors who have 

knowledge about the business without 

being too close to it. 

Stronger accounting standards 

will help audit to improve in the future. 

With revised accounting standards 

being worked through in revenue 

recognition, leasing and financial 

instruments, 2028 should see an 

even stronger, clearer framework 

for financial reporting. Fuller notes 

how accounts based on estimates, 

forecasts and judgments are particularly 

open to manipulation. 

and embrace these 

differences.’

And this difference, which 

will be taken as standard in the 

future, is already being felt, even in the 

trickiest of commercial and auditing 

situations. Jane Fuller, a fellow of 

CFA UK, who serves on the Audit and 

Assurance Council of the UK’s Financial 

Reporting Council, says: ‘Three years 

[in the UK] into auditors talking about 

key risks [or KAMs] in financial reports, 

typically we are seeing auditors point 

out five or six areas where the tyres 

need kicking the hardest.’ 

Examples of these audit reports 

spelling out the KAMs, she says, are 

Tesco and Capita, as well as Carillion, 

the British multinational that collapsed 

very publicly early in 2018, leaving debts 

of £1.5bn and questions for directors, 

internal and external auditors. 

Change is not only to be found in 

the reports: behind-the-scenes firms 

are also changing behaviour. Fuller 

says that firms are putting in place 

better governance: ‘With 

the introduction of public 

oversight committees populated 

by independent non-executives, 

audit firms are thinking much more 

about public duties.’

Yet it is likely that by 2028 big firms 

will be required to do more. One 

indicator of the way ahead is Australia, 

where audit firms with more than 

10 listed entities must produce a 

transparency report. 

Stamford says: ‘They are a great 

opportunity to report the vast range 

and depth of activity undertaken by 

audit firms to support quality audit work 

but have not achieved this objective nor 

made much of an impact to date.’

Bodies such as the IAASB and 

the International Organisation of 

Securities Commissions (IOSCO), as 

well as individual audit regulators, have 

expressed desire to see this type of 

reporting by audit firms.

As well as the firms, regulators 

themselves look set to be in a radically 

different place by 2028. Measures 

to strengthen the governance and 

oversight of the international audit-

related standard-setting bodies in the 

public interest have been put to 

consultation by the Monitoring Group – 

a collaboration of international financial 

institutions and regulatory bodies.
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Chun Wee Chiew
Chun Wee Chiew, ACCA’s regional 

head of policy for Asia Pacific, is 

one of 18 board members on the 

International Auditing and Assurance 

Standards Board (IAASB). He is in 

his first year of a three-year term. In 

2018, the IAASB is celebrating its 40th 

anniversary. Chiew says the board has 

come a long way in terms of diversity 

– with regards to both gender and 

geographic representation.

Chiew is currently the only 

representative from ASEAN (Association of South East Nations). ‘My current focus 

is on bringing the ASEAN voice into the board,’ he says. ‘While an audit is an audit 

wherever it is conducted, there will be different challenges that practitioners will 

face in different parts of the world with different cultures and dealing with different 

businesses. The board has not ignored ASEAN but I aim to help bring the diversity of 

perspectives to a higher level.’

He is looking forward to ensuring that any specific challenges facing the ASEAN 

region are brought to the board’s attention. One issue is that of small businesses, 

which are a big part of the region’s economy. ‘It is critically important that 

international auditing standards cater to these businesses.’ He will also make sure 

that the IAASB’s commitment to making its standards scalable continues.  

He notes the concern from some practitioners that auditing standards are seen as 

Rolls-Royce standards – complex and detailed – which can seem like overkill if 

applied to small entities. ‘If that is the perception, we have to make sure that we 

really demonstrate to practitioners how entities of all sizes can be audited in an 

effective manner.’

Fuller agrees. ‘Technology will help 

auditors of big, complex companies 

to go through more of the company’s 

assets, contracts and to spot things 

that don’t quite fit, don’t look right.’ The 

next few years should see a reduction 

in grunt work in audit. She adds: ‘Using 

and working with technology will free 

accountants to think, attracting bright 

digital natives.’   

Bright young auditors in 2018 will 

be emerging as leaders by 2028 and 

they need to have faith in auditing. CA 

ANZ has been promoting a campaign 

urging auditors to take pride in their 

profession. ‘#AuditorProud has been 

a good initiative and around the world 

‘The revised standards are designed 

to combat abuse,’ she says. ‘They 

should enable auditors to say 

“hang on a minute”. The standards 

should all be hooks for auditors to 

demonstrate rigour.’

Related to those changes, says Fuller, 

is a revamp of ISA 540, setting out how 

to audit accounting estimates including 

fair value. ‘We need auditing standards 

to give backbone to the auditor’s 

approach,’ she says.

Tide of technology
Whatever regulators and auditors 

have in place by 2028, they know that 

they will be swept along on a tide of 

technology, with little control over 

the direction. As Gambier says, ‘It is 

a fair bet to say technology will have 

a part to play, but what that looks like 

nobody knows. We know lots of 

technologies are out there; we just 

don’t know which ones are going to 

transform audit first.’

The options include blockchain, which 

some forecast will remove the need 

for auditors in certain circumstances 

altogether; data analytics, which allows 

auditors to look at all a client’s data 

and is perhaps more realistic by 2028; 

and artificial intelligence, set to enable 

auditors to look at information in 

different ways. 

the involvement of vast numbers 

of auditors is proof of this,’ Stamford 

says. ‘They enjoy seeing that they are 

part of an international profession that 

is passionate about audit work. I have 

received comments that audit is often 

only visible in relation to problems and it 

is nice for once to see positive publicity.’

If audit can continue to communicate 

well through audit reports, respond 

well to the demands of regulators 

and embrace technology, then 

#AuditorProud should still be going 

strong in 2028. AB

Peter Williams, accountant and 

journalist 

‘The idea that 
auditors and 

accountants are 
great with numbers 
but can’t write has 

to be challenged’
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New beginnings
Everything will change and largely for the better. This is what many Malaysians are 
anticipating in these heady days after the general election, says Errol Oh

Pakatan Harapan (Alliance of Hope), a four-party coalition 
formed less than three years ago, sensationally ended 
Barisan Nasional’s six-decade run as the country’s 

dominant political force. People began talking about a new 
Malaysia or Malaysia 2.0. The wave of hope and renewal has 
swept through the business world as well.

To have a sense of how the new government is likely to run 

the economy and oversee the corporate landscape, we have 

to first understand why the majority of voters chose Pakatan 

Harapan over the other ballot options on 9 May.

Many Malaysians voted for change because they had lost 

faith in the previous government’s ability and willingness to 

deal with problems such as the rapidly rising costs of living 

and business; corruption, inefficiency and weak governance in 

the public sector; and social divisiveness.

A big bugbear was the Goods and Services Tax (GST), which 

has been widely blamed for people feeling significantly poorer 

than they had been before its introduction in April 2015.

In a pre-election report, the research arm of MIDF 

Amanah Investment Bank Berhad pointed out that the 14th 

general election (GE14) was the first time Malaysians would 

be going to the ballot box when the Malaysian Institute of 

Economic Research’s Consumer Sentiments Index was below 

the 100-point optimism threshold.
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Promises, promises
Just about everything we need to 

know about how the Malaysian 

economy will be managed over the 

next five years is within the 150 pages 

of Buku Harapan (Book of Hope) – Pakatan Harapan’s 

manifesto for the 14th General Election.

Crafted to woo voters, campaign promises are 

notoriously brittle. But given how quickly and firmly the 

new government has moved to realise key elements of 

the manifesto, the book can be a rough guide to how 

Putrajaya will make policies and decisions in the months 

to come.

The coalition’s agenda is built on five objectives: 

lightening the people’s burden; institutional and political 

reforms; spurring sustainable and equitable economic 

growth; returning Sabah and Sarawak to the status 

accorded in the Malaysia 

Agreement 1963; and creating an 

inclusive, moderate and globally 

respected Malaysia.

The manifesto has 60 

promises. In these early days, 

all eyes are on the 10 that 

Pakatan Harapan says it will fulfil 

within 100 days of forming the 

federal government.

Promise number one is to abolish 

the GST and ‘take steps to reduce 

cost of living’. A big move in that 

direction was the reduction of the 

GST rate from 6% to zero on 1 June.

Next comes the promise to 

stabilise the price of petrol and introduce targeted petrol 

subsidies. So far, this has been met halfway, with the 

announcement on 16 May that pump prices for petrol and 

diesel would no longer be set on a weekly basis. 

Number 10 on the list is the promise to initiate a 

comprehensive review of all megaprojects awarded to 

foreign countries. That, too, is underway and already a few 

projects look likely to be shelved.

According to the relevant ministers, work has begun on 

the rest of the 100-day commitments, such as Employees’ 

Provident Fund contributions for housewives and allowing 

graduates earning less than RM4,000 to postpone 

repayment of government education loans.

Pakatan Harapan responded to these concerns by offering to 

’save this country and return it to the correct path’.

’We will cleanse Malaysia from corruption, malfeasance and 

kleptocracy and, at the same time, drive a sustainable economic 

growth so that the benefits can be shared by all, not just by a 

few people in power, ’ it stated in its election manifesto.

That proved to be a winning pledge. And now the electorate 

expects the government to make good on its campaign 

promises. In addition, business leaders and investors are 

anxious to see how different things will be in the new Malaysia.

In fact, the whole world is watching. The GE14 outcome is a 

tremendous advertisement for democracy and there is much 

interest in what happens next.

Pakatan Harapan chairman Tun Dr Mahathir Mohamad knows 

the importance of media engagement – after all, he was the 

country’s prime minister between 1981 and 2003, back when he 

led Barisan Nasional. In the first three weeks or so after polling 

day, he held a press conference or attended an event open to 

media coverage almost daily. The constant news flow provided 

an early picture of the government’s 

priorities and strategies. 

On 10 May, the day he was sworn 

in as prime minister, Dr Mahathir 

confirmed that the GST would be 

abolished because ’we don’t need 

it’. Six days later, the Finance Ministry 

announced that goods and services 

with the GST standard rate of 6% 

would be zero rated from 1 June. The 

country will revert to the Sales and 

Service Tax system in September.

During the press conference, 

Dr Mahathir set the tone for the 

administration’s stewardship of the 

economy and public funds when he 

said that large projects proposed by the previous government 

would be studied and the terms renegotiated if necessary.

He added that ’a responsible government must try to reduce 

borrowings’, causing alarm on 21 May when he said Malaysia’s 

liabilities had exceeded RM1 trillion.

He has also emphasised the need to tighten government 

spending. Related measures include closing down political 

or non-essential agencies and terminating contract officers 

regarded as political appointees.

The government’s stand on the megaprojects was 

finally made clear on 28 May, when Dr Mahathir said 

Malaysia would not go ahead with the Kuala Lumpur-

Singapore high-speed rail project because it would be too 

costly and the benefits underwhelming.

The whole world 
is watching. The 

GE14 outcome 
is a tremendous 

advertisement for 
democracy and there 

is much interest in 
what happens next
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A man wears a headband reading ‘Love Malaysia and 
Destroy Kleptocracy’ during a rally organised by Pakatan 
Harapan in the run-up to the general election.

The former Penang Chief Minister has a Bachelor of 

Economics from Australia’s Monash University and qualifi ed as 

a professional accountant in 1983.

He brings to the table a degree of toughness and 

outspokenness rarely seen in a Malaysian Finance Minister. 

Already, Lim has publicly crossed swords with critics over 

issues such as the 1Malaysia Development Bhd (1MDB) 

corruption scandal and the RM1 trillion debt. 

Established to advise the government on economic and 

fi nancial matters over the fi rst 100 days, the fi ve-person CEP 

is an unorthodox element, the justifi cation for which is that 

it is needed to make up for the Cabinet’s overall lack of 

ministerial experience.

In the CEP are the previous central bank governor; a 

businessman and former Finance Minister who has long been 

Dr Mahathir’s go-to guy on economic matters; a former CEO 

of national oil corporation Petronas; a tycoon with strong 

connections in China, often called Malaysia’s richest man; and 

an internationally respected economist.

Is it any wonder that it has been nicknamed the Jedi 

Council? Certainly some Star Wars wisdom would come in 

handy to balance the disparate 

demands the government faces in 

managing the economy.

Though popular with the man in 

the street, measures such as doing 

away with the GST and bringing 

back fuel subsidies are of concern 

because they will not help to narrow 

Malaysia’s budget defi cit.

For example, Moody’s Investors 

Service says the removal of GST is 

credit negative because ‘it increases 

the government’s reliance on oil-

related revenue and narrows the tax 

base, straining fi scal strength’.

This is assuming there are no fi scal 

countermeasures; however, on 17 May, the Finance Ministry said 

the revenue shortfall arising from the abolition of the GST ‘will 

be cushioned by specifi c revenue and expenditure measures 

that shall be announced in due course’. ‘Fiscal responsibility, 

transparency and governance will be a paramount consideration 

in rolling out the fi scal reform,’ it added.

These are words worth bearing in mind as the government 

works at chipping away the current uncertainty over economic 

and business policies and tries to come up with fresh and 

effective ways to address the challenges of ruling Malaysia. AB

Errol Oh is executive editor of The Star

Though popular, 
doing away with the 

GST and bringing 
back fuel subsidies 

are of concern 
because they will 

not help to narrow 
the budget deficit

He doubled down on the fi scal 

prudence when, on 30 May, he told 

reporters that the proposed third line 

of the Klang Valley Mass Rapid Transit 

project had been scrapped too.  

At the time of writing, the fate of 

the East Coast Rail Link has not been 

made known, but it is no secret that 

the current government is no fan 

of the project’s fi nancial structure 

because of the deep involvement of 

foreign organisations and funding.

Governance matters announced 

after GE14 have also attracted a lot 

of attention, including the shape of 

the Cabinet, the setting up of the Council of Eminent Persons 

(CEP), the focus on institutional reforms and the changes in 

key senior positions in the civil service.

The Cabinet is to have about 25 members. In comparison, 

the previous government had 35 ministers.

In the past, there was a ministry to cover international 

trade and another for domestic trade. There is neither in 

Dr Mahathir’s Cabinet so far. Instead, Malaysia now has an 

Economic Affairs Ministry.

One of the surprising choices in the lineup is Lim Guan 

Eng as Finance Minister because it has been 44 years since a 

Malaysian Chinese person has held that portfolio.
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SURVEY OPEN 4-25 JULY

How can we best support your development and career ambitions? 
We’re designing the next generation of CPD support so please help 
us to shape your future. Complete the survey at:

www.accaglobal.com/CPDsurvey

CPD support 
Have your say, 
we’re listening

www.accaglobal.com/CPDsurvey
www.accaglobal.com/CPDsurvey


Accounting for Sustainability (A4S)
The Prince’s Accounting for Sustainability Project (A4S) was 

established by HRH The Prince of Wales in 2004 to mobilise 

action and leadership by the finance and accounting 

community, in order to address the challenges to the economy 

and society posed by issues such as climate change, increasing 

depletion of and demand for natural resources, urbanisation 

and inequality. A4S seeks to inspire action by finance leaders 

to drive a fundamental shift towards resilient business models 

and a sustainable economy.

A4S works with the finance profession to:

* inspire finance leaders to adopt sustainable and resilient 

business models

* transform financial decision-making to enable an 

integrated approach, reflective of the opportunities and 

risks posed by environmental and social issues

* scale up action across the global finance community.

A4S has two global networks: the A4S Chief Financial 

Officers Leadership Network, a group of CFOs from leading 

companies seeking to transform finance and accounting; and 

the Accounting Bodies Network, whose members comprise 

around two-thirds of the world’s accountants.

Green thinking

With an increasing awareness of the need to 
assess whether natural resources are being used 
efficiently and economically, more governments 

and regulators are setting policies that benefit or penalise 
companies based on their use of natural capital and eco-
system services. Clients, consumers and investors are also 
placing more weight on the holistic value that businesses 
generate, with some of the world’s largest funds scaling 
down or no longer investing in companies that rely on 
fossil fuels.

‘Not addressing ESG [environmental, social and governance] 

risks or having a comprehensive framework integrating 

sustainability into their business threatens any company’s 

fundamental survival. Being a responsible and sustainable 

company is key to future-proofing the business,’ argues 

Rishi Kalra, head of corporate finance at agri-business giant 

Olam International.

‘It is no longer a “good-to-have” but is absolutely 

mandatory for all companies to ensure sustainability is key 

to their growth agendas,’ he adds. ‘While this view is not as 

pervasive in Asia as it is elsewhere, it is increasingly gaining 

traction here and we now have an opportunity to lead the way.’

With the Singapore Exchange mandating sustainability 

reporting on a ‘comply-or-explain’ basis, Singapore’s corporate 

responsibility reporting rates have been on the rise; according 

to the latest KPMG Corporate Responsibility Reporting 

survey, 84% of the largest companies now report on corporate 

responsibility, faring better than the global average of 72%. Yet 

the survey also found that 75% of the top 100 companies are 

still not addressing the financial risks stemming from climate 

change and only 17% have set carbon reduction targets, well 

below the global average of 50%.

Hoping to build on this positive momentum, Olam 

International has spearheaded the establishment of the 

Accounting for Sustainability (A4S) Singapore Circle of Practice 

(CoP), building on an initiative set up in 2004 by HRH The Prince 

of Wales to drive greater adoption of sustainable decision-

making. The Singapore CoP is a new corporate-led initiative 

that was launched in April with the help of eight other founding 

members — DBS Bank, CapitaLand, Japfa, Sysmex Asia 

Pacific, SATS, Norbreeze Group, Wipro Consumer Care and 

Jadestone Energy – and is the first of its kind in Asia. Operating 

in partnership with Olam International, it aims to bring together 

Singapore’s finance community to help embed more effective 

responses to social and environmental risks and opportunities.

Similar challenges
‘Many challenges faced by companies in Singapore are similar 

to those faced globally: a perception that adopting sustainable 

approaches will come at a cost, at least in the near term, even 

where this doesn’t have to be the case; a lack of availability of 

data; a need to engage the board and senior management 

on the benefits of moving towards a sustainable strategy; and 

a need to invest time to assess and adopt new thinking and 

approaches,’ says A4S executive chair Jessica Fries, who adds 

that the Singapore CoP will help companies to overcome 

some of these challenges by sharing practical tools and case-

study examples from the A4S Essential Guide series, as well 

as sharing their own approaches and pooling knowledge and 

In conjunction with A4S, a group of companies in Singapore has created a Circle of 
Practice – the first of its kind in Asia – that aims to improve sustainability reporting
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resources to find solutions that 

work.

‘With the introduction of the mandatory 

SGX Guidelines for Sustainability Reporting that 

took effect from FY2017, I believe more Singapore 

companies are seeing the opportunities brought about 

by sustainability reporting beyond a mere compliance 

exercise,’ says Sze Yen Tan, senior vice president, group 

accounting policy, at DBS Bank.

 ‘But finance’s role is not always obvious in this evolution 

of corporate reporting towards more holistic reporting 

of value creation, therefore platforms such as A4S can 

provide a supportive environment for members to 

share knowledge and learn from one another to 

develop meaningful reporting tools that take into 

account the specific roles of finance within an 

organisation, as well as the unique flavours of 

the ASEAN region.’

Reimagining sustainability
Kalra says platforms like A4S will be a 

key catalyst in bringing the private sector 

together to drive change at scale and 

reimagine what sustainable businesses 

can be. ‘We are better off working 

together and learning from each other to 

ensure we find solutions that are practicable 

and applicable in Singapore and Asia,’ he 

says.

Andrew Lim, group CFO at CapitaLand Group, 

says that the company hopes to tap the insights 

and experience of other CoPs, to share exemplary 

practices within Asia and encourage more 

companies in the region to make collective progress 

in addressing climate change.

 ‘We recognise that the long-

term success of our business is 

closely intertwined with the health 

and prosperity of the communities 

we operate in; and savvy investors 

are increasingly aware of this 

interdependence,’ Lim says, adding 

that he believes sustainability 

investing is set to gain more traction 

in Asia as its value becomes clearer.

 Each CoP meeting will be based 

around a series of workshops to 

review sustainable business practices 

and to learn, challenge and support 

members. The first 

explored macro-sustainability 

trends and the common challenges 

faced by finance professionals in 

responding to these trends, as well as 

what practical approaches can be taken.

 ‘As a start, the Singapore CoP members 

have agreed to review the maturity frameworks 

and guides for their respective businesses 

and discussed best practices already deployed 

‘We are better off 
working together 

and learning from 
each other to ensure 

we find solutions 
that are practical in 
Singapore and Asia’
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Benefits of sustainability accounting
There is a range of environmental and social issues that present financially material 

risks and opportunities. Five common areas that members of A4S’s CFO Leadership 

Network have highlighted include: cost cutting and efficiency; risk mitigation; 

new competitive and revenue opportunities; innovation; and improved employee 

development and retention.

According to A4S, analysis by the UK’s Anglian Water shows that by reducing 

embodied carbon the company was able to achieve cost savings in over 90% of 

capital projects. Another study showed Siemens generated €36bn and saved 521 

million tons of CO2 with their environmental portfolio, while the National Grid saw a 

2:1 return on investment from its wellbeing programme.

In Singapore, Rishi Kalra, head of corporate finance at Olam International, notes 

that from a finance and accounting perspective, better communication and tracking 

of performance against future scenario risks such as climate change can help to bring 

about a lower cost of capital. ‘For example, we initiated Asia’s first sustainability-

linked club loan in April, in which we are incentivised to perform against all, of more 

than 50, ESG [environmental, social and governance] metrics annually to trigger 

lower interest rates,’ he says. ‘This was only possible because of our already ongoing 

commitment to sustainable finance and accounting.’

elsewhere, as well as ways of 

improving their own effectiveness,’ 

Kalra explains. ‘It is a new area 

for many finance professionals 

in Singapore and Asia, and it is 

therefore crucial that platforms like 

A4S are set up to help develop 

and define standards of practice. 

Finance professionals tend to be 

guided by and get actively involved 

when they see the practical usage 

of available approaches and being 

able to link non-financial drivers with 

financial performance.’

More holistic picture
Tan says that in the same way that financial accounting 

provides information about a company’s economic 

performance, accounting for sustainability provides tangible 

measurement of and insights into a company’s environmental 

and social performance to capture a more holistic picture of 

sustainable value creation.

‘A consistent reporting framework enhances comparability 

among companies and provides a useful tool to investors 

in their resource allocation decision making process,’ she 

says. ‘In addition, the environmental and social performance 

often serve as strong pre-financial indicators of future 

economic performance. This is 

especially true as stakeholders’ 

awareness of the criticality 

of boundaries increases 

and thus expectations of 

corporates’ appropriate actions 

increases accordingly.’

With sustainability accounting 

still in its nascence in the region, 

there are bound to be problematic 

areas as companies transition to 

new mindsets. ‘One key pressure 

point that companies in this region 

share with the rest of the world 

is that there are not necessarily 

universal or standardised methodologies to assign values 

to areas like social or natural capital. However, with the 

increasingly active awareness and involvement with industry 

peers, NGOs, and other partners to drive positive change 

at scale, such as A4S or the Global Agri-business Alliance, 

Singapore companies have the potential to be regional 

leaders in this area,’ Kalra says.

Fries is confident integration of sustainability accounting will 

one day become the norm. ‘In the long term, we won’t need 

the word “sustainability”; it will just be “accounting.”’ AB

Sonia Kolesnikov-Jessop, journalist 

 ‘A consistent 
reporting framework 

enhances 
comparability 

among companies 
and provides 
a useful tool 
to investors’
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More information

Find The strategic CFO in a rapidly changing world, 
produced by the Economist Intelligence Unit on behalf of 
software company Coupa, at coupa.com/cfo
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Focus pull
As CFOs, freed up by advances in technology, take on a more strategic role, so their 
priorities are also shifting, according to the Economist Intelligence Unit

Strategy supporters
Many organisations struggle to ensure that everyone has 

the right information. Over 60% of fi nance executives say 

they do not have complete visibility over the transactions 

happening within their organisations. When it comes 

to working with other departments, they said that the 

management, strategy and sales functions are currently 

most involved with executing corporate fi nance strategy.

Risk ranking
A survey by the Economist Intelligence Unit, which 

looks at the strategic priorities of CFOs and senior 

fi nance professionals over the next two years, has 

identifi ed business performance risk as the top 

fi nancial threat.

Cost-reduction tactics 
Respondents identifi ed the 

tactics that their organisations are 

using to contain costs over the 

next two years.

Strategy influencers 
The survey of 507 fi nance executives across industries 

located in the US, UK, France and Germany revealed a 

range of factors infl uencing corporate fi nance strategies.
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Together we stand
For better or for worse, the fates of business and society are intertwined. So how can 
corporate governance help achieve a positive alignment between the two?

Can good corporate governance be the link between 
achieving long-term prosperity for society and for 
business? It is a question that is being increasingly 

asked, whether in the boardroom, in government or across 
the wider community.

To find the answer, stakeholders of all descriptions – 

policymakers, business leaders, professional accountants, 

investors, regulators – need to 

understand the relationship between 

business and society, and how it can 

affect long-term prosperity. Where 

they are aligned, both will prosper; 

where they diverge, both will suffer.

Recent corporate collapses, and 

subsequent calls for a wholesale 

reform of how companies are 

regulated, audited and governed, 

serve to underline the importance of 

good governance. But will this reform 

provide the necessary focus on the 

long-term needs not only of business 

but societal stakeholders as well? 

With this in mind, ACCA has 

produced a set of corporate governance tenets, which aims 

to lift the debate out of a box-ticking exercise into one where 

all parties can prosper in the long term. ‘While the corporate 

governance debate has come some way over the last decades, 

many still see it as a compliance exercise,’ 

says Jo Iwasaki, ACCA’s head of 

corporate governance. ‘However, 

some companies are exceeding best 

practice, which, combined with a 

change in public perception, 

should raise standards 

of practice over time.’

In its report Tenets 

of good corporate governance, ACCA sets out five areas that 

organisations should focus on to achieve a positive alignment:

1.  The relationship between companies and society

2.. Diversity and balance

3. Enabling an effective board

4. Executive remuneration

5.  Gatekeepers of corporate governance.

The first of these tenets, the 

relationship between companies 

and society, is based on the 

ample evidence suggesting 

that the long-term success of 

business and society is often 

interconnected. Take the global 

financial crisis of 2007-8: the 

collapse of financial institutions 

led to a deep recession, which 

in turn drove unemployment; 

conversely, the recent explosion in 

technology-backed businesses has 

helped create a dynamic society, 

encouraging greater information 

flows, global mobility and 

connectivity between businesses and society.

The ACCA report says that if a business makes a deliberate 

effort to be a part of the society in which it operates, it will 

increase its chance of surviving and, better still, thriving. It 

will also be more likely to attract investment, which, for the 

most part, looks for businesses that will create value on a 

sustainable basis and attract the best employees.

‘Companies need to achieve their long-term business 

purpose, but this must also involve envisaging where the 

society is going, and how they fit with the vision,’ says 

Iwasaki. ‘Businesses also need to realise the importance of 

a motivated workforce and positive relationship with their 

environment in achieving that objective effectively.’ 

The report suggests that businesses must refresh 

their value propositions, and measure progress 

towards these. Simply applying the letter of the 

law or sticking to the bare minimum of regulatory 

requirements will not work in the long run.

If a business makes 
a deliberate effort 
to be a part of the 

society in which 
it operates, it will 

increase its chance 
of surviving and, 

better still, thriving
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On the issue of diversity and balance, the report 

emphasises how tackling the problem can help leadership 

to communicate to its stakeholders the company’s culture. 

By actively taking steps to address the lack of diversity 

and balance, leadership can demonstrate that the 

company respects its people and talent. While 

it may take time for society to change, it 

is important that changes are instigated 

from within a company as the first step.

The third tenet, enabling an effective 

board, does not just rely on getting the 

composition of the board right. The 

report recommends that every board 

should be accountable for enabling 

effective boardroom discussion, though 

board chairs will play a critical role as they will 

be the ones who facilitate discussion and debate 

and have a substantial impact on the social and 

psychological dynamics around the boardroom table.

The headline grabber
The topic more likely than any other to grab the headlines 

is executive pay, where the report identifies two issues. The 

first is an apparent mismatch between pay and performance, 

which has been addressed in some quarters through investor 

challenge. The second subtler, but arguably more powerful, 

issue concerns the increasing sense of inequality. Increased 

disclosure in company reports has helped bring these 

concerns to light, and stakeholders, including the workforce, 

are interested in the information. It is therefore not enough 

for remuneration committees to regularly review whether 

executive pay is structured to align with the long-term purpose 

of the business; companies need to consider how employees 

are rewarded and given opportunities, and if this is aligned in 

a consistent, understandable way.

The final tenet addresses who should ultimately have 

responsibility for corporate governance. Investors have the 

ability to hold boards to account, but it is not their task alone. 

Wider stakeholders grant the business a ‘social licence’, but 

for these to be effective these same stakeholders need to 

engage and hold business to account.

As corporate governance expert Mervyn E King says: ‘All 

businesses exist in the triple context of the economy, society 

and the environment. Good corporate governance is about 

considering the outcomes that a business model has on its 

surroundings, and the positive role that it can play in creating 

the long-term health of the company.’ AB

Philip Smith, journalist
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Growing in attraction
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The survey asked, is it becoming more attractive to work in the public sector? Globally, respondents in the public sector rated its 

appeal more highly than those in the private sector, but there was considerable variation in country-specific responses.

Public approval

ACCA’s ambitious Generation Next study is one of 
the largest ever international surveys carried out 
on the work preferences and aspirations of young 

professional accountants. Some 19,000 ACCA members 
under the age of 36 in 150 countries 
took part, and the full results were 
published in a report released in 
2016, followed by four sector-
specific reports. ACCA has recently 
released the last of these reports, 
which focuses on more than 1,400 
young accountants working in the 
public sector. 

As with the previous studies, this 

latest not only looks at the views 

of young accountants but also 

what their employers need to do 

to attract the talent they need to 

thrive. The report, Generation Next: 
managing talent in the public sector, 
argues that public services around the world are struggling 

to do more with less and face many challenges, from ageing 

populations to climate change. Meeting these challenges, it 

reasons, will be possible only if the right talent is in place. 

Young professional accountants in the public sector are an optimistic group who look to 
a long-term future – but employers need to take heed of their work preferences

The study finds that while accountants working in the public 

sector are the most optimistic of all about technological 

change, show considerable entrepreneurial drive and believe 

their finance education has given them an excellent foundation 

for their future career, they also have 

lower overall levels of job satisfaction 

than their counterparts in other 

sectors – 24% were not satisfied or 

not at all satisfied compared with 

18% in all sectors. 

One of the biggest draws of the 

public sector for young finance 

professionals, it seems, is the working 

environment. Young accountants 

want to work for organisations that 

offer an excellent experience, says 

the report: ‘Particularly, they are 

looking for a good work-life balance, 

job security and to be engaged in 

interesting work.’ 

As part of its research ACCA held a series of roundtable 

discussions around the world. While public sector participants 

in the roundtables felt that the comparatively lower 

remuneration levels offered in the sector were an issue in 

Many young 
accountants would 

willingly move 
into the public 

sector, attracted 
by the challenges 

of the role, job 
security and a good 

work-life balance
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What employers should do
The report argues that employers in the public sector must 

focus on attraction, development and retention in framing any 

wider changes in their approach to talent management. The 

survey, along with a series of global roundtables conducted 

in 2018 with public sector employers, produced a number 

of recommendations. 

To attract talent, employers should:

* create clear mid-career routes into the public sector

* develop the brand of their function or team

* advertise the opportunities for learning.

To develop talent, employers should:

* support cross-functional employment opportunities to 

allow employees to develop new skills

* offer new forms of experiential learning – respondents felt 

that mentoring, job rotation and coaching were underused 

by their employers

* encourage secondments, eg, to the corporate sector.

To retain talent, employers should:

* stress the excellent work environment offered by the 

public sector

* create opportunities for new challenges in the same role

* make clear career paths within the organisation.

retaining top talent, the broader package – in particular, the 

ability to offer a positive experience at work – supported their 

ability to retain talent.

Indeed, the report suggests that many young professional 

accountants currently working in other sectors would willingly 

move into the public sector, attracted by the challenges of 

the role, job security and a good work-life balance. Nearly 

40% of those who are looking to move into the public sector 

currently work in the corporate sector, the study finds, with the 

largest interest coming from small corporates, although this 

varies significantly from country to country. Of those looking 

to move, 18% in Pakistan and 17% in Zambia want to join the 

public sector, although in the UK the proportion is just 8%. 

Highly ambitious
What comes across clearly from the survey is that young 

accountants working in the public sector have just as much 

ambition as their counterparts in practice and in business. 

Most of the public sector respondents say they want to move 

to a new role within two years and expect this change to come 

through promotion. More than three-quarters say they want to 

work in a different country or region during their career, and 

a similar proportion say they want to work outside the public 

sector at some point. 
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Good prospects
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Respondents in both public and private sector broadly agreed 

on the main factors attracting them to a career in finance.

When asked how quickly 

they would like to move on 

to their next role, public 

sector respondents were 

slightly ‘stickier’ than their 

peers in the private sector, 

although 65% still wanted 

to move on within two years 

(compared with 70% in the 

private sector).

The report argues that this wish to work in other sectors 

should be seen as a development opportunity rather than 

a threat. ‘Instead of fighting this preference,’ it says, ‘public 

sector employers should use secondments to harness it to fulfil 

the aspirations of their staff while also providing development 

opportunities. Many public sector accountants may then 

return to their original role with new capabilities and a broader 

outlook on their work.’

Career path clarity required
One of the biggest concerns is that the lack of a transparent 

career path could be contributing to job dissatisfaction in 

the public sector: only 26% believe clear paths exist in their 

organisation. Alex Metcalfe, head of public sector policy at 

ACCA and the author of the report, points out that squeezed 

public sector budgets could be putting retention of talented 

staff at risk. ‘Across the sector, developing talent has been a 

challenge given austerity and the tightening of government 

budgets, which often hit learning and development budgets,’ 

he says. ‘The survey showed that 92% of respondents were 

attracted to public sector employers that would provide the 

opportunity for them to learn and develop skills. It is essential 

that public organisations meet this challenge.’

The report makes a number of recommendations for 

public sector employers that could help them attract and 

retain good young talent (see the box on the previous page). 

‘There are significant opportunities for public sector bodies 

to transform their service offerings in order to provide better 

value for money for the public,’ the report concludes. ‘In order 

to achieve these benefits, public sector organisations must 

ensure that they have the right professionals in place.’ AB

Liz Fisher, journalist

Public sector All sectors
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Over two million hajjis visited the Great Mosque of 
Mecca in 2017.

The economics of the hajj
The annual pilgrimage of Muslims to Mecca is a massive logistical challenge for Saudi 
Arabia, which has been making signifi cant investment in infrastructure

The hajj pilgrimage to Mecca is one of the fi ve pillars 
of Islam, a religious duty every Muslim is expected 
to make once in their lifetime if they can afford it and 

are healthy enough. But with a worldwide Muslim population 
of 1.7 billion and the hajj taking place over just fi ve days 
every year, the event is a massive logistical challenge for the 
Saudi Arabian government and the tour operators, hospitality 
service providers and retailers who make it happen.

In 2017, around 2.4 million Muslims descended on Mecca, 

the holiest city in Islam, for the hajj. Of these, some 1.8 million 

came from outside Saudi Arabia, according to the kingdom’s 

General Authority for Statistics.

‘It is a staggering operation if you think about the number 

of people that arrive over a very short period of time,’ says 

Thomas Wigley, partner at law fi rm Trowers & Hamlins, in 

Oman. ‘It is hugely diffi cult to manage.’

The pilgrimage is performed from the 8th to the 12th of 

the last month of the Islamic lunar calendar (Dhu al-Hijjah) 

and coincides with the holiday of Eid al-Adha, which follows 

Ramadan, the month of fasting. This year it starts on 19 August. 

Pilgrims (or hajjis, as they are called) usually arrive several days 
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Hajjis around the crystal dome containing the footprint of 
the prophet Ibrahim.

in advance and often stay on for a week or more, generating 

around US$8bn in revenues and making the hajj Saudi Arabia’s 

second largest income earner after hydrocarbons.

‘The hajj industry is probably one of Saudi Arabia’s most 

valuable treasures due to the money it generates for Mecca 

and Medina, and the wider hajj logistical train,’ says Theodore 

Karasik, a senior adviser to Gulf State Analytics, a Washington 

DC-based consultancy.

Mecca also hosts umrah – the non-obligatory pilgrimage 

that can be performed at any time of year. Umrah attracted 

eight million pilgrims in 2017 and generated a further 

US$4bn for Saudi Arabia. Under its Vision 2030 strategy, the 

government plans to attract 30 million a year for umrah.

According to the Mecca Chamber of Commerce and 

Industry, 25%–30% of the private sector’s income in the region 

around Mecca and Medina depends on pilgrimage. However, 

there is little broader data or research on the economic impact 

of the hajj as a whole. ‘It is diffi cult to work out the economic 

impact [of the hajj] as it is so all-encompassing, touching on 

almost every aspect of the economy – not just Mecca and 

Medina, but all of Saudi Arabia,’ says Wigley. The hajj also 

has a spillover effect throughout the Middle East, for aviation 

services in particular.

Pilgrim quotas
Government policy changes on pilgrimage quotas have added 

to the diffi culty of estimating average annual revenue for the 

kingdom from pilgrimage. ‘In total it is estimated at US$16bn, 

but it could be much more than that,’ says Mohsin Tutla, 

chairman of Hajj People, which organises the annual World 

Hajj and Umrah Convention (WHUC) in London.

In 2013, Saudi Arabia reduced pilgrimage visa quotas by 

20% to accommodate ongoing infrastructure works in Mecca, 

restoring the numbers in 2017 when much of the construction 

work was coming to an end. ‘With a drop in visas [issued], 

hotel prices dropped, but while the number of pilgrims from 

Muslim-minority countries went down, demand for fi ve-star 

hotels went up, which is baffl ing,’ comments Tutla.

Hajj packages vary by country. In the UK they average 

around £4,750 whereas for umrah the equivalent fi gure is 

£1,050. The average profi tability for operators is £100 to £200 

per pilgrim, according to Tutla.

Saudi Arabia sets so-called hajj quotas on the basis of 

an international Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) 

agreement, allowing 1,000 pilgrims per million of the total 

Muslim population in each sending country, although 

Saudi Arabia is fl exible over the caps. According to Seán 
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Mecca makeover for Islamic tourism
Massive investment in infrastructure is needed to match the 

huge growth in pilgrimage – between 1950 and 2017, the 

number of pilgrims circling the Kaaba shot up from 50,000 

to 7.5 million. It is largely financed by PIF, the country’s main 

sovereign wealth fund, which has about US$230bn of assets.

The developments have transformed Mecca in a decade 

from a dusty desert town to a city with an imposing array of 

skyscrapers, shopping malls and luxury hotels. 

PIF is currently funding the construction of scores of new 

hotels near the Grand Mosque in Mecca (the US$3.5bn Abraj 

Kudai hotel complex alone, a ring of a dozen 45-storey towers, 

will add 10,000 bedrooms), and plans to add 80,000 hotel 

rooms near the Prophet’s Mosque in Medina. 

Logistics investments under way for Mecca include a railway, 

a metro, and parking for 18,000 buses to transport pilgrims.

McLoughlin, senior lecturer in religion, anthropology and 

Islam at the University of Leeds in the UK, 75% of non-Saudi 

hajj pilgrims come from eight countries: Indonesia, Pakistan, 

Bangladesh, Iran, Egypt, Nigeria, Turkey (all with Muslim-

majority populations) and India. Quotas in Muslim-minority 

countries are disproportionately higher, although Muslims in 

the West typically have higher disposable incomes than those 

in poorer countries, and so can make the most of the visas 

available. Around 25,000 British Muslims go on the hajj every 

year, according to McLoughlin; in 2017, 221,000 journeyed 

from Indonesia and 179,000 from Pakistan, while the largest 

contingents from Africa came from Egypt (108,000) and 

Nigeria (79,000), according to ilmfeed.com.

Hajj investment funds
‘Muslims in the West are privileged as they can go on 

demand,’ he says, unlike in poorer countries, such as 

Indonesia, home to more than 220 million Muslims. Indonesia 

is one of the Muslim-majority countries where a government 

agency (BPKH – the Haj Fund Management Agency) handles 

hajj pilgrimages by holding deposits on behalf of future 

pilgrims (who may wait 30 years or more for a hajj visa). The 

deposits are held in a fund used to help subsidise poorer 

pilgrims. Set up in 1963, Malaysia’s equivalent, Tabung Haji 

(the Pilgrims Fund), had assets of 73 billion ringgit (US$18.3bn) 

under management in 2017.

‘Every country has a different way of splitting visa 

allocations,’ says Tutla. He adds that only 10% of visas 

allocated to Indonesia go to the private sector – about 20,000, 

while 200,000 go to BPKH, so wealthy pilgrims use the private 

allocations. Pakistan has a 50/50 private/public split, while in 

Bangladesh it is 90% private. In Muslim-minority countries hajj 

tours are organised solely by the private sector.

There has been a drive to professionalise the hajj over the 

past decade, says McLoughlin. ‘Hajj used to be very much 

about independent travel, but since the mid-2000s pilgrims 

from the West have to go through a package tour,’ indicating 

greater consolidation and professionalism, he says.

However, there are concerns about security and regulation. 

The Ministry of Hajj and Umrah regulates the pilgrimage 

sector, acting in coordination with the Ministry of Interior 

and Public Prosecution, working via a disciplinary council. 

In September 2017, for the first time, a handful of Saudi-

based pilgrim service providers (tawafas) were referred 

to the council for breaching service contracts. ‘Within the 

kingdom, hajj operators are under heavy scrutiny and so are 

behaving in an appropriate way,’ says Karasik. He adds that 

hajj operators in other countries ‘are being taken to task to 

ensure more accountability’. In April this year, the chairman 

of Akbar Hajj Group Bangladesh fled the country after 

being accused of embezzling 500 million taka (US$5.9m) from 

2,000 pilgrims.

‘The Ministry of Hajj is developing due diligence, as they 

are creating e-systems where all companies have to upload 

packages to its system. This increases oversight of companies, 

so they are cleaning it up,’ says Tutla.

 

Future projections
According to the national real estate committee at the Council 

of Saudi Chambers, the hajj and umrah are expected to 

generate US$150bn of income in the country over the next five 

years, creating a further 100,000 permanent hajj-related jobs. 

The kingdom also plans to set up specialised research centres 

to develop a hajj economics index.

Given the limit on how many pilgrims can be physically 

accommodated in Saudi Arabia during hajj, umrah is expected 

to be the focus of the promotion of tourism in the future. 

‘Umrah means you can visit any time of the year, and there’s 

been big growth from countries with large waiting lists, so hajj 

agencies have been trying to push people towards umrah,’ 

says McLoughlin.

The kingdom is also trying to encourage pilgrims to stay 

longer in the country. According to Said Ladki, interim dean 

at the Adnan Kassar School of Business at the Lebanese 

American University in Beirut, ‘Religious tourism is a 

sustainable option for Saudi Arabia, but there needs to be far 

more research into its impact on the economy.’ AB

Paul Cochrane, journalist in Beirut
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Perform better

Watch Dr Rob Yeung’s video on body 
language at bit.ly/Y-language

Meaningless gestures?
Does your body language help or hinder you when pitching to clients or networking? 
Our talent doctor Rob Yeung finds out whether style matters as much as substance

Focusing on content
In a job interview context, Radford 

University researcher Keith Rasmussen, 

Jr found that high levels of non-verbal 

behaviour – body language – did 

benefit candidates, but only when they 

also delivered good verbal content in 

their responses. When candidates gave 

answers that were judged to be poor, 

high levels of non-verbal behaviour 

resulted in even lower ratings.

Put another way, interviewers were 

impressed by job-hunting candidates 

who delivered both substance and 

style. In contrast, candidates who lacked 

substance but tried to make up for it by 

adopting more vigorous body language 

ended up being viewed more harshly.

These and other studies confirm 

that content matters more than body 

language in many interpersonal 

situations. This is good news for those 

who may feel nervous when networking, 

pitching or being interviewed. What you 

say matters more than how you say it.

I use a performance model called the 

‘4Ps’ when I am coaching job hunters or 

entrepreneurs and executives preparing 

to present. The first P is for preparation. 

I encourage clients to write out bullet 

points at least or, ideally, full prose for 

what they intend to say. Presenters 

don’t only need good points, stories 

and ideas to impart but also a logical, 

persuasive order in which to share them. 

Job hunters must think about major 

achievements and how to describe 

these succinctly yet convincingly.

Do you think about your body language 
at work? Consider high-stakes 
opportunities, such as when you are 
networking, giving a presentation to 
colleagues, pitching to clients or talking 
about yourself during job interviews. 
Listen to different alleged experts and 
they will give you conflicting views on 
the matter. So let us delve into what the 
science has to say.

Researchers led by Xiao-Ping Chen, a 

management professor at the University 

of Washington, conducted a field 

experiment. Chen’s team persuaded 

real investors – including venture 

capitalists and banking professionals – 

to evaluate a total of 206 individuals and 

small groups of would-be entrepreneurs 

while they pitched business plans. The 

aspiring entrepreneurs were judged 

both in terms of their body language 

and the quality of their business plans.

In terms of body language, the 

presenters were assessed on criteria 

including the extent to which they 

gestured, displayed animated facial 

expressions and moved energetically. 

Presentation content was evaluated 

on criteria including whether it was 

thoughtful and in depth, logical and 

supported by facts.

When the researchers ran a regression 

analysis, they not surprisingly found 

that presentation content was a 

significant determinant of investors’ 

decisions about whether to invest. 

Less expectedly, body language was 

an insignificant factor. In other words, 

substance and preparedness mattered. 

But passion – as demonstrated by 

gestures, animation and energetic body 

language – did not.

Candidates who 
lacked substance 
but tried to make 

up for it with 
more vigorous 
body language 

were viewed 
more harshly
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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

received a satisfactory response. What should I do 

to secure this next step up?

A One of the biggest factors affecting the 

likelihood of being promoted is the growth of 

the organisation where you work. Opportunities for promotion will be 

more limited in a stable organisation that is seeing relatively little growth or even 

stagnation. If that is the case, you may wish to consider moving into a more dynamic, 

fast-growing sector or organisation.

You must also realise that simply doing your job well is not grounds for promotion. 

Nearly all of the people around you are likely to be doing their jobs competently. 

In order to get promoted, you must take the initiative to pursue the right sorts of 

additional projects and responsibilities.

Begin by looking at colleagues across your organisation who are doing the kinds of 

jobs that you aspire to be doing. What qualifi cations or skills do they have that you 

currently lack? What projects are they working on that you have no or little experience 

of? Who do they deal with on a regular basis?

Then take it upon yourself to acquire those qualifi cations and skills. Volunteer to take 

on additional work and join project teams that will give you the experience that you 

need. Find opportunities to gain exposure to infl uential people and decision-makers. 

Look for ways to make positive changes to the organisation that will get you noticed.

The kind of people who get promoted do not wait to be told what they need to 

do. To win promotion, you must take it upon yourself to identify ways that you can 

make a bigger contribution to the team.

Tips for the top
How often do you work from home, or to what extent do you allow your team to 

work from home? A recent study published by management researchers Timothy 

Golden and Ravi Gajendran looked at the performance of 273 telecommuters from 

functions including marketing, programming, accounting and fi nance, sales and 

engineering, as rated by their direct supervisors. The data broadly showed that 

working away from the offi ce was positively associated with 

higher job performance. In particular, higher work quality 

was most noticeable among telecommuting employees 

with complex jobs that require high-level cognitive 

skills, perhaps because recovery from interruptions 

is longest for cognitively complex work than 

simpler tasks. Of course, there are additional 

benefi ts to telecommuting, such as enhanced 

work-life balance and higher job satisfaction – but 

this study suggests that job performance may also 

be higher too.

Rob’s talent clinic Q&A

Q I have been in my job for nearly 

three years and have asked 

my line manager several times over 

the last six months about getting 

promoted. However, I have not 

The second P is for practice: spending 

time rehearsing out loud. This step 

is about practising enough times 

so that you can deliver your 

presentation or interview answers 

with only minimal reference to 

your notes.

Only then is it time to move 

on to the third P, for performance, 

which means using your 

smartphone to record yourself. 

At this point, you can begin to 

watch your gestures and the level of 

animation in your facial expressions; 

you can listen to your tone of voice and 

pacing to make sure that your manner is 

suffi ciently excited, passionate or stern, 

as appropriate. Even better, perform in 

front of a friend or confi dant who can 

give you feedback on your demeanour.

The fi nal P is for post-mortem, which 

involves reviewing your videos with 

a view to improving not only your 

body language but also your content. 

Sometimes, a speech reads well on 

paper but hearing it out loud, you 

may identify clunky language or times 

when your arguments do not fl ow. The 

post-mortem stage is about looking for 

opportunities to rewrite your content so 

that it feels both authentic to you and is 

more persuasive to listeners. However, 

remember always that style matters less 

than substance: the most entertaining 

body language cannot compensate for 

poor ideas and weak arguments. AB

Dr Rob Yeung is an organisational 

psychologist at leadership consulting 

fi rm Talentspace: talentspace.co.uk
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Less lean, more learn
Companies are starting to eschew the ‘lean’ ethos in favour of management theories 
attuned to a knowledge-based economy, with a little help from artificial intelligence

in the late 1980s by Rajan Suri, professor 

of industrial and systems engineering 

at the University of Wisconsin-Madison. 

He says lean has its limits, especially 

for companies that make custom-

engineered products.

In his book It’s About Time: The 
Competitive Advantage of Quick 
Response Manufacturing, Suri identified 

lead-time reduction as having a 

long-term impact on every part of a 

company: ‘If you squeeze time, you get 

improvements in all your metrics.’

Unlike other improvement methods, 

where variability is considered a 

negative, QRM views it as a positive. 

‘If you offer lots of different products 

to your customers with options and 

customisation, you can organise your 

company to deal with variability,’ 

Suri explains.

Frank Hartmann, professor of 

management accounting and 

management control at Rotterdam 

School of Management at Erasmus 

University, is not convinced that QRM is 

a distinct challenger to lean. ‘The two 

could be reconciled if we see time as 

a form of waste, so I am not sure that 

these philosophies should be seen as 

ultimately different,’ he says.

Now some leading manufacturers 

are tweaking the lean sigma approach, 

according to Simon Scott, director 

in EY’s EMEIA advisory centre, Smart 

Factory. He says that while lean and 

six sigma are typically associated 

with green and black belts (small 

specialist teams that come in and make 

improvements and then leave), many 

organisations find this fails to deliver 

sustainable savings.

For decades the management 
philosophy of ‘lean’ has dominated the 
business school and the boardroom. 
Lean is the name applied to a method 
of waste minimisation (muda, in 
Japanese) that helped turn Toyota from 
a small company to the biggest car 
maker in the world.

Over the years, lean seemed 

unassailable as a management concept. 

After all, the logic of the reduction of 

seven types of waste to improve overall 

customer value – which lay at the core of 

the Toyota production system – seemed 

incredibly simple but effective. 

Lean’s related tool, six sigma, took the 

ethos further. Six sigma – a technique, 

for identifying and removing causes 

of defects and minimising variability 

in manufacturing – was taken up by 

Honeywell and General Electric, and 

was practised by two-thirds of the 

Fortune 500 by the mid-1990s.

But now the supremacy of lean is 

being challenged by new ideas that 

reflect a more complex world, partly 

driven by new technologies. Robert 

Kaplan, one of the world’s pre-eminent 

management thinkers, believes lean 

is a relevant but limited concept. 

‘Companies need to be innovative 

and agile, not just efficient,’ he says. 

‘And they must align activities to their 

strategy. Lean helps companies do 

things right but does not ensure they 

are doing the right things.’

Another shortcoming of lean, he 

says, is that it does not address the 

cost of executing processes. He says 

the theory helps to make processes 

faster, with fewer defects, and less 

waste, but is silent on the resource 

‘Modern 
companies need 

to be like Roomba 
autonomous 

robot vacuum 
cleaners and 

learn not know’

costs of processes. ‘This is why time-

driven activity-based costing [ABC] 

remains necessary even in effective 

implementations of lean,’ he adds.

Those who advocate lean accounting 

– the means by which the process is 

articulated through accounting terms – 

are actually in favour of less accounting 

rather than better accounting, according 

to Kaplan. ‘Therefore, by its very 

mission and focus, lean needs other and 

complementary management tools if 

management is to have a holistic picture 

about how to design and optimise 

processes,’ he argues.

Time factor
It was a different approach, that of time-

based competition, first formulated 

by George Stalk in his 1988 article 

Time – The Next Source of Competitive 
Advantage, that set in train a new 

management theory.

This strategy for achieving and 

maintaining a sustainable competitive 

advantage was honed into the concept 

of quick-response manufacturing (QRM) 
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Referencing the 

run-to-target (RTT) 

manufacturing system 

practised by Proctor and Gamble 

(P&G), Scott says the consumer 

goods giant has sought to extend 

the benefits of lean and related 

theories to a system that reflects 

the needs of a knowledge-based 

economy. ‘P&G’s integrated work 

system [IWS] approach is based on 

servant leadership and total employee 

ownership,’ he says. ‘Many companies 

are struggling to achieve profitable 

growth, focusing on cost and cash, 

by cutting out waste. However, 

benefits have to be sustainable, so the 

employee-owned approach taken by 

P&G is being more widely adopted. 

Companies are under pressure to 

improve service, reduce lead times 

and cost, as well as introduce more 

personalised products.’

Learn not know
New digital tools encompassing big 

data analytics and the internet of things 

to improve data gathering, analysis and 

sharing are also changing management 

theory. ‘This allows IWS to become 

ever more granular – for example, 

measuring and monitoring micro line 

stops, condition monitoring to avoid 

downtime, and cost and sharing of the 

improvements,’ says Scott.

Intelligent automation is also a game-

changer, he adds, as it can streamline or 

even eliminate entire processes through 

technologies such as robotic process 

automation and natural language 

processing tools such as chatbots. ‘This 

approach can greatly cut administrative 

mistakes, 

increase 

quality, reduce 

waste, cut costs 

and improve service,’ 

he says.

In his forthcoming book 

the AI Imperative, Kenneth 

Cukier, senior digital products editor of 

The Economist, says the management 

idea of the future is what he calls ‘learn 

not know’ (or LNK, pronounced ‘link’). 

‘It takes as its inspiration an idea from 

Bayesian statistics, the core of today’s 

machine learning,’ explains Cukier. ‘It’s 

the idea of continuous improvement 

based on constant micro-tests and 

course corrections to always optimise 

activities to find new and better ways to 

accomplish tasks.’

The idea behind Bayesian statistics 

is that probabilities are always being 

updated on the basis of new information, 

says Cukier. He cites the Roomba 

autonomous robotic vacuum cleaner 

as the best example of the approach 

in practice. ‘It would be most efficient 

to upload the 

blueprints of a 

room and set the 

robot in motion. But the 

world is too complex to know 

how to specify the environment 

perfectly,’ he says. ‘So it’s better 

to build the system as a machine-

learning algorithm, and set it in motion. 

It bumps into things, but continually 

course-corrects to eventually vacuum 

the whole surface area of the room. But 

it remembers its environment too, so it 

does better and better the more that it’s 

used. Modern companies need to be like 

Roombas and learn not know.’ AB

Lawrie Holmes, journalist
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Back to the future
The IASB is looking to fi nesse the fundamental rule of applying changes to accounting 
policies retrospectively and changes to estimates prospectively, as Adam Deller explains

There are plenty of jokes at the 
expense of accountants, but hardly 
any about accounting standards – and 
the few that do exist are invariably 
terrible. My personal favourite involves 
a piece of land feeling upset because 
of mistreatment by its owner, which has 
the punchline of ‘you don’t depreciate 
me’. It hardly ever raises a laugh – 
stunned silence or a groan of derision 
are the usual reactions.

The question ‘when is an accounting 

policy not an accounting policy?’ may 

sound suspiciously like the start of 

another poor joke. Unfortunately, it 

isn’t; it is one of the issues that crops 

up in considerations of how to apply 

IAS 8, Accounting Policies, Changes in 
Accounting Estimates and Errors.

IAS 8 is one of the oldest surviving 

accounting standards currently in use, 

having fi rst been issued in 1993 and 

then revised in 2003. Its principles have 

stood for years, and continue to be 

relevant in the face of the new suite of 

IFRS Standards issued in recent years. 

Like many an accounting lecture, IAS 8 

may not be fun, but it is useful. 

The key principle in IAS 8 is that 

any changes to an accounting 

applicable to accounting periods 

beginning from 1 January 2019, both 

allow a choice of application.

One option is to strictly follow the 

rules of IAS 8, with an adjustment to 

each prior reporting period to replace 

a previous account treatment with the 

updated requirements. 

But there is an alternative approach: 

while still applying the principles of 

retrospective application for the new 

accounting policy, users will be allowed 

to apply the standard retrospectively, 

with the cumulative effect of initially 

applying it recognised at the date of 

initial application. This would require 

no restatement of any prior-year 

fi nancial statements. Instead, the entity 

would recognise the cumulative effect 

of applying the new standard to the 

balance of opening retained earnings at 

the date of the initial application.

There is space here for the preparer 

to apply judgment. In some cases, 

users may feel that the most relevant 

information, and most faithful 

representation, would be shown in a full 

restatement of the prior-.period fi nancial 

statements for comparative purposes. 

In other cases, users may feel that this 

estimate are applied prospectively 

from the date of the change, whereas 

changes in accounting policies are 

applied retrospectively. Retrospective 

application often involves restating the 

prior-year fi nancial statements, as if the 

policy had always been in place.

When the International Accounting 

Standards Board (IASB) issues new 

standards, it often refers to IAS 8 

in deciding whether retrospective 

application should be required. The 

recent release of IFRS 15, Revenue from 
Contracts with Customers, and the 

proposed release of IFRS 16, Leases, 

New accounting 
policies could 

be applied 
retrospectively, 

without restating 
any prior year 

financials

49July/August 2018 Accounting and Business

C
PD

GL_T_DellerCPD.indd   49 06/06/2018   13:34



entity. Its decision to use the 

straight-line or reducing-balance 

method of depreciation is often 

referred to as its depreciation 

policy. This makes sense, as it is 

the method chosen by the entity 

for recording depreciation, but 

the ‘policy’ wording is misleading. 

The depreciation method selected 

should represent an estimate of how 

the benefits will be provided by the 

asset. The choice of depreciation 

method therefore falls into the 

category of an accounting estimate, 

not an accounting policy, so an 

entity moving from straight-line 

to reducing-balance depreciation 

applies the change prospectively 

from the date the decision was 

made, rather than applying it to 

previous periods or to the opening 

retained earnings.

* This potential problem deepens 

when looking at where the 

depreciation is charged in the 

statement of financial performance. 

level of restatement would provide little 

relevance and would instead be content 

with seeing the overall impact of the 

new policy on retained earnings.

This is consistent with the approach 

the IASB is taking to other projects such 

as the disclosure initiative. The IASB 

wants to allow preparers to exercise 

judgment in decision-making, while 

recognising the possible impact of this 

on comparability. Offering choices of 

approach in retrospective application 

is an attempt to hold to the principles 

of the standard while managing the 

tension of comparability and judgment.

The retrospective change rules of 

IAS 8 have often been discussed, and 

the costs and benefi ts weighed up 

when new accounting policies are 

applied. A long-standing exception 

to the accounting policies rule is 

when an entity chooses to apply the 

revaluation model for property, plant 

and equipment rather than the cost 

model. While this is clearly a change 

in accounting policy, it is always 

applied prospectively, as retrospective 

application is often impracticable.

Identity crisis
So far, so sensible, but the problems in 

the application of IAS 8 are less to do 

with applying the standard and more 

to do with identifying whether an item 

represents an accounting estimate or an 

accounting policy. An example of this 

diffi culty can be found in the accounting 

for depreciation, as shown in the 

following three areas:

* The assessed useful life of an 

asset is clearly an estimate, so this 

raises little problem for preparers. 

If the asset life is changed for any 

reason, then this change is applied 

prospectively, from the date the new 

life is assessed.

* More contentious is the method 

of depreciation applied by an 

The problems 
are more about 

identifying 
whether an item 
is an accounting 

estimate or an 
accounting policy
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will then be defined as ‘judgments 

or assumptions used in applying an 

accounting policy when, because of 

measurement uncertainty, an item 

in financial statements cannot be 

measured with precision’.

The proposed changes include 

specifically outlining that the 

selection of a cost formula (ie first-in 

first-out, or weighted average cost) in 

relation to accounting for inventory 

would constitute an accounting 

policy. Most commenters agree 

that this constitutes an accounting 

policy, but many want it put in the 

illustrative examples rather than the 

standard itself.

The response to both changes 

is generally positive, but many 

commenters note that further 

illustrative examples would be helpful in 

determining the distinction between an 

accounting estimate and an accounting 

policy, with some even suggesting 

that IAS 8 is not really understandable 

without such examples. 

An entity that changes from 

recording depreciation in 

cost of sales to recording it in 

administrative expenses must 

apply the change retrospectively 

because it is deemed an accounting 

policy change (on the basis that 

it is a fundamental change in the 

presentation of items).

All in the definition
To combat these issues, the IASB is 

proposing adjusting the definitions of 

accounting estimates and policies. The 

existing definition of an accounting 

policy includes five terms: principles, 

bases, conventions, rules and practices. 

The IASB is now proposing that 

accounting policies are the specific 

principles, measurement bases and 

practices applied by an entity.

In addition, it proposes that IAS 8 

should replace the definition of a 

change in accounting estimate with 

the definition of accounting estimates 

themselves. Accounting estimates 

Alongside this discussion, the 

International Auditing and Assurance 

Standards Board (IAASB) is proposing 

revisions to ISA 540, Auditing 
Accounting Estimates and Related 
Disclosures. Its proposals are more 

detailed and comprehensive than the 

changes to IAS 8, but the IASB has 

been discussing the IAS 8 changes 

with the IAASB project team to achieve 

consistency of approach in both the 

financial reporting and auditing worlds.

In a nutshell
The principles of IAS 8 remain robust, 

with common sense application at its 

core. In an ever changing corporate 

landscape it is not the principles 

which will be subject to change, but 

clarification on its terminology. The 

introduction of contemporary illustrative 

examples is surely a sensible addition 

to the standard to aid preparers and 

auditors in faithfully representing items 

in the financial statements in current 

and comparative periods. If these are 

not provided, the answer to ‘when is an 

accounting policy not an accounting 

policy?’ may remain unclear, and 

unfunny, for some time to come. AB

Adam Deller is a financial reporting 

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

Exemption explanation
The Inland Revenue Authority of 

Singapore has released a guide 

explaining the exemption from 

Singapore GST of trades in investment 

precious metals.

Hong Kong

Shared approach
The Securities and Futures Commission 

(SFC) has become a signatory to an 

enhanced multilateral memorandum of 

understanding concerning consultation 

and cooperation and the exchange 

of information, established by the 

International Organization of Securities 

Commissions. The system mandates 

crossborder enforcement cooperation, 

with participating securities regulators 

obtaining and sharing audit working 

papers, telephone and internet records, 

compelling attendance at interviews 

and advising on freezing assets. 

Certification scrutinised
The Hong Kong legislative council is 

to vet planned SFC regulations that 

will change how the regulator certifies 

people and companies as professional 

investors. The new rules would allow 

portfolios held in joint accounts with 

non-associates and in investment 

corporations owned by an individual 

to count towards meeting qualification 

thresholds. The changes will also 

allow alternative forms of evidence to 

influence the SFC in applications. 

New company option
The SFC is to proceed with formally 

tabling a regulation enabling investment 

Malaysia

Bonds boost
Bank Negara Malaysia and its financial 

markets committee have launched 

segregated securities accounts within 

the Real-time Electronic Transfer of 

Funds and Securities System, operated 

by Payments Network Malaysia. This is 

to develop the Malaysian bond market, 

boosting access to information.  

Shariah list updated
The Shariah Advisory Council of the 

Securities Commission Malaysia (SC) has 

approved an updated list of shariah-

compliant securities listed on the Bursa 

Malaysia stock exchange, taking effect 

from 25 May.

Short-selling advice
The SC has released guidance on the 

short selling of shares in a rights issue 

before they are listed on Bursa Malaysia. 

Any person having subscribed and 

paid for such shares, and reasonably 

believing that they will receive the 

shares, can sell them. 

Singapore

Skills tested
A new mandatory training and 

proficiency test will be introduced for 

the corporate service providers (CSP) 

in Singapore before 15 November to 

boost professional standards. From 

that date, only CSPs undergoing such 

training and taking a proficiency test 

can register as filing agents with the 

city-state’s Accounting and Corporate 

Regulatory Authority (ACRA). CSPs help 

companies legally establish themselves, 

offer corporate secretarial services and 

file statutory documents with ACRA. 

Comptroller endorsed
The Singapore Court of Appeal has 

ruled that the country’s comptroller 

of income tax has wide discretionary 

powers to judge whether an exchange 

of information request from a foreign 

tax authority is valid under Singapore 

tax agreements. The comptroller does 

not have to stage an independent 

investigation to establish the veracity of 

a foreign tax agency’s justification for an 

information request, the court has ruled.

All change for reporting
The Monetary Authority of Singapore has 

issued revised reporting standards for 

banks, taking effect on 1 October 2020. 

The new requirements include collecting 

more granular data of banks’ assets 

and liabilities by currency, country and 

industry; standardising Chinese currency 

business and deposit data; and insisting 

that banks report regulatory returns in 

Singapore dollars and foreign currency.

Study the signs
Singapore’s Anti-Money Laundering 

(AML) and Countering the Financing 

of Terrorism (CFT) Industry Partnership 

has recommended best practices for 

financial institutions to prevent trade-

based money laundering and the misuse 

of company structures. It has highlighted 

customer behaviours or transaction 

patterns signalling illicit financial 

activities, and advises on how financial 

institutions can identify or prevent 

such practices. 
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New Malaysian government zero rates GST
The Malaysian government has effectively scrapped the country’s goods and 

services tax (GST), reducing its rate from 6% to 0% from 1 June. The move follows 

the election of a new administration under former opposition alliance Pakatan 

Harapan, defeating the incumbent Barisan Nasional. The alliance had promised to 

replace the tax with a smaller sales and services levy. The Royal Malaysian Customs 

Department has advised that, for the time being, traders are still subject to current 

GST legislation and their registration will continue. Imports are zero rated from 1 

June and goods paid for before 1 June still attract 6% GST. 

Pakatan Harapan chairman Tun Dr 
Mahathir Mohamad has returned as 
prime minister, a position he held 
previously from 1981 to 2003.

has been gazetted that gives the Hong 

Kong Monetary Authority powers to 

set rules on fi nancial exposure limits 

for Hong Kong banks. In addition, 

Banking (Disclosure) (Amendment) 

Rules 2018 and a Banking (Specifi cation 

of Multilateral Development Bank) 

(Amendment) Notice 2018 have been 

gazetted to implement disclosure 

requirements issued by the Basel 

Committee on Banking Supervision 

(BCBS) last March (2017). 

Mainland China

Venture concessions
The government has released tax 

concessions for venture capitalists 

and angel investors investing in a tech 

start-up for two years, during which it 

can offset its income tax, earmarking 

70% of the investment at the end of the 

funds to be established as open-ended 

fund companies (OFCs), in addition 

to the current unit trusts. Following 

consultation, the SFC has streamlined 

approval requirements for private OFCs, 

setting out a one-stop arrangement for 

their establishment, ongoing corporate 

fi lings and terminations. 

Disclosure required
The SFC is introducing new conduct 

rules requiring intermediaries providing 

discretionary account management 

services to disclose benefi ts received 

from product issuers as well as profi ts 

from trading with third parties, to reduce 

potential confl icts of interest. 

Delisting rules ramped up
The Hong Kong stock exchange (HKEX) 

has published changes to its delisting 

rules following a public consultation. 

The changes will allow the HKEX 

to delist an issuer after a trading 

suspension of 18 continuous months, as 

well as one who fails to resume trading 

within the period specifi ed in a notice, 

among other changes.

New DTA with Finland
Hong Kong has struck an avoidance of 

double taxation agreement with Finland. 

The agreement also covers withholding 

tax rates on dividends and royalties. 

Healthy move
The Hong Kong government has 

published Inland Revenue (Amendment) 

(No. 4) Bill 2018. This provides tax 

deductions under salaries tax and 

personal assessments to individuals 

purchasing eligible health insurance 

products for themselves or relatives 

under the territory’s Voluntary Health 

Insurance Scheme (VHIS). 

Bank notices issued
A Banking (Amendment) Ordinance 

2018 (Commencement) Notice 2018 

second year for this purpose. To qualify, 

investors and targeted start-ups must be 

registered in mainland China, with the 

tech company spending at least 20% of 

the total on research and development. 

The tax concessions can apply for 

venture capital fi rms for investments 

made from 1 January 2018 and from 1 

July for angel investors.

Animated break
China’s ministry of fi nance has 

announced tax breaks for China-based 

animation companies. Companies 

selling proprietary software will enjoy 

a slightly lower VAT rate of 16% and 

receive partial VAT refunds. The policy 

will operate for business conducted from 

1 May 2018 to 31 December 2020. AB

Keith Nuthall and Wang Fangqing, 

journalists
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Anderson’s top three investor myths 
‘The difference between book and market value is a worry’
Anderson’s hackles rise. ‘As a professional accountant or a standard-setter, please 

don’t think it’s your role to put a value on a business. Are we going to put culture on 

the balance sheet? Would that help anyone? No, it would not,’ he says. That doesn’t 

mean that investors ignore such intangibles; it just means the profession needn’t 

worry about them.

‘No one reads the annual report’
Investors pull data from a wide range of sources, but the annual report remains the 

bedrock for many. ‘Without the annual report, I would have been completely lost,’ 

Anderson says. ‘I can think of endless examples where the accounts have saved me 

from losing lots of money or helped me to make plenty of money.’

‘Adjusted fi nancials matter more than GAAP numbers’
Understanding underlying performance is important; it is the underlying performance 

and not one-offs that investors forecast. Adjusted fi nancials have their place, but for 

investors to have confi dence in the adjustments made, they need to be reconciled 

back to GAAP. ‘People want a rich reconciliation between GAAP and adjusted 

numbers,’ says Anderson. ‘They want to be able to say they accept that adjustment 

because it is a one-off or they don’t accept that adjustment because stock option 

expense is a cost.’

From investor to setter
Why would a highly successful portfolio manager quit his job to become a standard-
setter at the International Accounting Standards Board? Nick Anderson explains

and what doesn’t’ that he hopes to 

bring to his new role at the IASB. 

Of course, investment engagement 

is far from new to the IASB. The IFRS 

Foundation undertakes a wide range of 

investor-focused activities, including its 

highly successful Investors in Financial 

Reporting programme and regular 

contact between board members 

and investors around the world. But 

Anderson believes much more can 

be done to make the board – and the 

accounting profession as a whole – 

more customer-focused.

‘I am sure that lots of accountants do 

understand the work of investors, but 

there are plenty that don’t,’ he says.

Misconceptions abound. ‘Sometimes 

you get the impression that people 

think investors just work through a 

set of accounts – that this is all that 

happens; or that they depend on price-

to-earnings or price-to-book ratios. In 

reality, the investment process is much 

more complex and full of judgments.’ 

Anderson wants to correct such 

mistaken beliefs – to help accountants 

put themselves in the shoes of investors. 

Nick Anderson’s change of job certainly 
came as a surprise to his colleagues 
at asset management company Janus 
Henderson. They had never heard of an 
equity portfolio manager becoming a 
standard-setter. ‘They knew that I had 
this rather weird interest in reporting, 
but they were still shocked,’ Anderson 
recalls. And yet, to an outside observer, 
the appointment of Anderson to the 
International Accounting Standards 
Board (IASB) was an obvious choice, 
with his CV tailor-made for the role.

Anderson comes from a generation of 

investors with a keen appreciation of the 

advantages of international accounting 

standards. He started his career as a 

European equity specialist in the mid-

1980s. ‘There wasn’t a great deal of 

corporate governance around,’ he says. 

‘Reporting was variable, with lots of 

different national GAAPs.’ 

All that changed in 2002. The 

introduction of IFRS Standards 

‘transformed that world’. It was the 

biggest single improvement in reporting 

that Anderson witnessed in the 30 years 

of his career. 

In the years that followed, Anderson 

actively participated in many reporting 

debates. A founding member of the 

Corporate Reporting Users’ Forum 

(CRUF), and a part-time member of the 

UK’s Accounting Standards Board, he 

realised that his perspective as a user of 

accounts could add signifi cant value to 

the standard-setting process. And it is 

this hands-on experience of ‘what works 

‘I am sure 
that lots of 

accountants do 
understand the 

work of investors, 
but there are 

plenty that don’t’ 
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It’s all in the presentation

Watch technical specialist Adam 
Deller’s video about the IASB’s project 
on financial statement presentation, 
at bit.ly/AB-fs-pres

It is an ambition not without its own 

difficulties. ‘I don’t have a monopoly on 

investor views,’ he says. ‘The challenge to 

me is to keep synthesising views rather 

than replay my own personal beliefs.’

Investor engagement aside, what of 

the specific projects on the IASB’s table? 

While he is keen to discuss what is on 

the board’s front-burner, it is perhaps 

not surprising that this former investor 

is particularly attracted by the potential 

offered by the primary financial 

statements work; more subtotals in the 

profit and loss statement, as well as 

some improvements to the cashflow 

statement, would, he believes, be very 

welcome for investors.

Perhaps more intriguing, however, 

is Anderson’s strong interest in the 

recently released insurance contracts 

standard, IFRS 17. In his investment 

days, Anderson avoided the sector. 

‘As a global generalist, it wasn’t worth 

investing the time to learn the insurance 

accounting in every jurisdiction,’ he says. 

Just as the adoption of IFRS Standards 

by the EU transformed his day job as a 

European equity specialist, Anderson 

believes that IFRS 17 promises a similar 

revolution for investors in the insurance 

sector. ‘It’s like first-time adoption of 

IFRS all over again. Talking to investors 

about the benefits that IFRS 17 could 

bring is really incredible,’ he says.

And that sums up what motivates 

Anderson. Quite simply, he wants to 

make a difference. And accounting has 

the potential to do just that. ‘I believe 

very strongly that accounting has a 

big role to play in allocating scarce 

resources and holding management to 

account,’ he says. If that’s not making a 

difference, what is? AB

Alison Thomas, consultant
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Invest to impress
In order to get the most out of your website you need to stop thinking of it as a 
marketing expense and start seeing it as a business asset, says Tim Butler

show you if some of your ads are not 

converting well. 

You must, however, use paid search 

tools carefully. By not having carefully 

targeted campaigns, you can end 

up spending a lot of money very 

quickly without getting any results. 

Learn how to use the tools or pay an 

expert agency to set up and run the 

campaigns for you. A good agency 

will charge you a significant amount 

of money for a good AdWords setup 

and ongoing management, but it’s a 

worthy investment as your advertising 

spend will go much further. If the 

agency is cheap or they are charging 

you as a percentage of spend then 

beware: you’re probably not getting the 

best deal!

Long term: SEO
You do not want to be paying for 

traffic all of the time as this will 

account for a significant expense 

and eat into your marketing budget. 

Instead, you will want to get found 

on search engines naturally. With 

64% of website visits starting at a 

search engine, it is vitally important to 

invest in search engine optimisation 

(SEO) if you want your website to 

appear in search results for key industry 

terms. 

It is important to consider that SEO 

is not an overnight solution. Your web 

designer or marketing agency probably 

told you they ‘know about SEO’. This 

is common, but unless you have been 

charged for specific SEO work, assume 

that you still have it all to do. 

There are simple things that you can 

do yourself to help your SEO:

There are businesses that view 
digital marketing activity for their 
website as an unnecessary expense. 
Are they right to? The simple answer 
is no. It is worth investing a significant 
proportion of your company’s 
marketing budget into your website. 
Improving your website can create a 
long-term business asset that benefits 
your company by increasing search 
visibility and the potential for more 
sales leads. 

There are a number of reasons why 

your accountancy business should 

invest in marketing activity in order to 

increase your website’s potential as a 

long-term asset. 

For a start, the number of people 

now going online is enormous. 

Almost half of the world’s population 

use the internet: close to 3.8 billion 

people. Google alone processes 

more than 40,000 search queries every 

second, equating to over 3.5 billion 

searches every single day. The truth is 

that more and more people are turning 

to the internet to provide answers 

to questions and to find products 

or services. 

Failure to appreciate the importance 

of your website being found online 

can lead to you falling behind your 

competitors. Accounting is a highly 

competitive marketing space and it is, 

therefore, important to take a proactive 

approach to investing both time and 

money in your website to make sure it is 

helping your business. 

In addition, with companies predicted 

to spend 75% of their total marketing 

budget on digital initiatives by 2021, 

failure to appreciate the growing 

Failure to 
appreciate the 
importance of 
your website 

being found online 
can lead to you 

falling behind 
your competitors

importance of this area will lead to your 

business falling behind competitors who 

are investing and are already seeing 

the benefits. 

There are a number of ways to invest 

in your website in order to bring about 

positive results and effectively turn it 

into a business asset. 

Short term: the paid search
If you want more traffic fast, then you 

can get your website found quickly 

by advertising for relevant search 

terms on Google AdWords and Bing 

Ads. You only pay for users that click 

on your ads and therefore go to your 

website. This is by far the fastest way 

to drive relevant prospects to your 

website quickly. 

Paid search advertising gives you 

the ability to track exactly how much 

you are spending and how your ads 

are converting, and this means you 

can accurately calculate your return 

on investment (ROI). You know exactly 

how much money you are spending 

on advertising, and you will know if 

you are wasting money, as the data will 
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Being found online for the accountancy 

services you provide can lead to greater 

engagement with your website and 

increased enquiries.

Achieving ROI
When spending money on 

marketing you will want to see the 

ROI. The problem is that calculating 

this from more traditional marketing 

methods, such as adverts in 

newspapers, radio advertisements and 

leaflets, is very difficult. You cannot 

accurately attribute an enquiry to 

the money you spent on newspaper 

advertisements unless that person 

actually tells you that is how they found 

out about your services.

American businessman John 

Wanamaker famously stated: ‘Half 

the money I spend on advertising is 

wasted; the trouble is I don’t know 

which half.’ The good news is that, 

with modern digital marketing tools, 

you will not have the same problem as 

Mr Wanamaker.

There are now tools available that 

allow you to track everything on your 

website, from visits to clicks to pages 

viewed. Specific SEO tools allow 

you to track your website and see 

* Make sure your main headings 

include the phrases you want to get 

found for. 

* Ensure that your meta titles and 

descriptions are well written and, 

again, contain the phrases you want 

to be found for.

* Change generic titles like ‘services’ 

to specific titles – ‘what we do’.

* Ask your suppliers and customers 

for links from their website.

* Make sure that your Yell, Thomson 

Local and Google My Business 

pages all link to your website.

There are more than 1,000 items 

that Google takes into account when 

it determines what pages rank for 

any specific search. That means that 

there are lots of things that will help, 

but also lots to do. If you want to do 

it yourself buy a good book that was 

published in the last 12 months, as 

things move fast in search engine 

optimisation. Alternatively, get a good 

specialist agency to do it for you. As 

with paid searches, if they are cheap 

then it is unlikely the agency will be 

much good!

Investing time and money in search 

engine optimisation will turn your 

website into a long-term business asset. 

how the changes you are making are 

impacting your rankings and search 

visibility. The ability to track what is 

happening with your website allows 

you to accurately determine whether 

your digital marketing expenditure is 

delivering an ROI.

If you are working with a digital 

marketing agency then they should 

be providing you with a report, at 

least on a monthly basis, with all the 

important metrics, so you can see 

how your website is performing, what 

impact your marketing expenditure is 

having and how it is helping to make 

your website become an asset for 

your business. 

Website as business asset
For your website to become a 

business asset, and not just an expense, 

it needs to be generating traffic and 

contributing to sales leads interested 

in acquiring your accountancy services. 

When done correctly, investing in your 

website through digital marketing such 

as paid search and SEO activity can turn 

your website into a long-term asset for 

your business. AB

Tim Butler, founder of Innovation Visual
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Basicsi

Based in Singapore, The Mindful 

Company was established in 2015 by 

Lim Wen Ling and Ciara Yeo, and aims 

to promote mental wellbeing and 

kindness through its jewellery products. 

These feature meaningful reminders 

that help wearers celebrate the ups, 

be resilient through the downs, and 

embrace the crazy loops and changes 

of life. The team is focused on creating 

products that are timeless, subtle 

and well made – and at an accessible 

price point. As well as operating an 

online shop, The Mindful Company 

has stockists worldwide, including in 

Singapore, the UK, the United Arab 

Emirates and Australia. 

Golden opportunity
Accountant turned jewellery entrepreneur Lim Wen Ling explains how her 
accountancy background gave her the skills and confidence to co-found her business

The decision to leave a secure, 
well-paid job to strike out on one’s 
own is never easy, especially when 
compounded with the arrival of a first 
child. But with the help of an Excel 
spreadsheet to analyse financial aspects 
such as savings, projected expected 
income and expenses, Lim Wen Ling 
decided to take the plunge. ‘It was 
not an easy decision but the numbers 
were telling me I could do it,’ recalls the 
co-founder of The Mindful Company, 
which makes modern jewellery etched 
with meaningful messages. 

At the time, Lim was working as a 

senior manager at EY Singapore and 

her decision – after working for 11 years 

as an accountant – took many of her 

colleagues by surprise: ‘I think they 

were all shocked,’ she says, but she was 

confident she would be able to leverage 

the skills she had learned over the years 

and apply them to her new business.

‘When you move through the ranks, 

you are no longer number crunching; 

you are pitching for work, explaining 

your value-add, making sure you are 

delivering on a timeline, managing 

a team, and these are skillsets you 

need when you want to start your 

own business,’ Lim explains, adding 

that while she could have left her job 

earlier, she would not have learned 

many of the skills that have been most 

useful to her business.

Born in Malaysia and raised in Perth, 

Australia, Lim studied accounting and 

finance, following in the footsteps of 

her siblings. After graduating from 

the University of Western Australia in 

2004, she joined Deloitte’s indirect 

taxes division, focusing on research and 

development. ‘I knew I didn’t want to 

be an auditor, so taxation was the other 

natural choice,’ the 34-year-old recalls. 

‘I worried audit would be a bit more 

routine and at the same time I didn’t 

want to spend my time out of the office 

all the time; I wanted to make friends in 

the office.’

Lim says she was attracted by 

the training Deloitte offered young 

graduates, including support for a 

master’s in tax law in Melbourne, which 

helped her develop further. ‘The Big 

Four have some really good mentoring 

practices for university graduates,’ she 

says. ‘You have quarterly catch-ups with 

your mentor where you find out what 

you need to develop, find out what 

you are enjoying and not enjoying, and 

these are practices we’ve retained with 

our staff. The cost of training someone 

is quite high and we want to do our best 

to retain them,’ she says.

In 2010, the CA ANZ-qualified 

accountant moved to Singapore 

with her husband ‘to try something 

different.’ The move proved timely as 

her speciality was in demand at the 

time, helping her land a job at EY as 

a manager in its business incentive 

advisory division where she ‘helped 

companies already in Singapore or 

looking to come to Singapore to tap 

into certain government tax incentives 

or grants.’

Mindful meeting
It was while working at EY that she met 

her future business partner, Ciara Yeo, 

a corporate lawyer in the mergers and 

acquisitions group at White & Case, 

an international law firm. Both working 

in the business district, they bonded 

over regular runs around Marina Bay, 

often spent talking about the everyday 

challenges they faced and the pressures 

of their jobs. ‘We wanted to have 

a piece of jewellery with words of 

encouragement that were very subtle, 

so that only we could see it,’ she says, 

describing how The Mindful Company 

started as a ‘side project’ before taking 

on a life of its own.

Their first efforts were challenging 

as the quality of the first batch of what 

would become their star product, 

the ‘Reminder Cuff’, inscribed with 

inspirational messages, was not up to 

scratch and the budding jewellers threw 

away 80% of the stock. But encouraged 

by demand from friends of friends, the 

two persevered and decided to launch 
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Lim (left) and Yeo have used their 
professional skills in their joint venture.

a business in August 2015, with Yeo 

quitting her job. Within six months, The 

Mindful Company was breaking even, 

encouraging Lim to join her. ‘We wanted 

to see if there was enough work for the 

two of us,’ Lim recalls.

While Lim’s expertise in tax relief 

was not immediately relevant to her 

new business, the combination of her 

business knowledge and Yeo’s legal 

expertise proved a good match. 

‘There has been a lot of positive 

synergy between our expertise and 

I believe we’ve made it work by 

keeping well-defi ned and separated 

roles in the business, while crossing 

over on product development. Ciara 

takes care of anything legal-related, 

marketing, communications and 

content creation, and I take care of 

operations and fi nance, and business,’ 

Lim says.

Brand with a purpose
It also helped that the two partners 

have similar understated aesthetics 

and fully agree on the company mission, 

which Lim says is in the backbone 

of every product. ‘We’re a brand 

with a purpose and we try to create 

products that encourage and promote 

mental wellbeing and kindness; 

all the products have a message 

that we hope will resonate with our 

target demographic.’

Ironically, the company hired an 

accountant quite early on – ‘It freed 

me up to focus on other aspects of 

the business that were more value 

adding’ – and she drew instead on other 

aspects retained from her 11 years in 

accounting: ‘What I really learnt was 

how to think laterally, how to assess 

a P&L, how to know if something 

makes sense, and even dealing with 

professional services. That was very 

valuable experience.

‘The skillset you learn working for 

a Big Four goes well beyond doing 

a spreadsheet,’ Lim explains. ‘You 

also learn skills that may not look as 

important at the time but prove very 

handy when you set up your own 

business, like how to do a PowerPoint 

presentation, how to present a 

company, what is the important 

information you should retain.

‘Having that experience has been 

really useful in my dealings with retailers, 

service providers and partners, and how 

we manage those relationships, as well 

as how to put together presentations 

and pitches to them.’

Lim recognises that being an 

entrepreneur is a ‘very lonely 

journey’, especially coming from 

a Big Four environment. ‘I loved 

going to work at EY; it wasn’t just the 

work, it was the people I worked with, 

the banter. All of that suddenly went 

away. I was no longer in the hustle 

and bustle of the Central Business 

District; I really had to motivate 

myself,’ she explains. She was also 

fortunate to have a co-founder as ‘it’s 

important to surround yourself with a 

network that supports you and believes 

in you as well’.

Lim believes that anybody wanting 

to make the jump from a professional 

career to entrepreneurship needs to be 

armed with patience and perseverance. 

‘It’s important to realise that not 

everything is going to be perfect,’ she 

says. ‘Make allowances for things that 

are not going the way you want them to, 

especially in the early days.’ AB

Sonia Kolesnikov-Jessop, journalist 
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Diary date
ACCA’S annual general 

meeting this year will be 

held on 15 November, in 

accordance with bye-law 44(a).

Elections to Council
Members are reminded that this year’s deadline for nominating candidates 
to Council, ACCA’s governing body, is 15 August

Nominations for ACCA 
members to stand for 
election to Council at 
ACCA’s 2018 annual general 
meeting close on 15 August.

Council and the executive 

team devise ACCA’s strategy, 

which is then approved 

by Council. Delivering the 

strategy is the responsibility 

of the executive team, with 

governance of the process 

and management provided 

by Council.

Council members do 

not represent particular 

geographies or functions. 

They are elected by the 

membership as a whole 

and come from all parts of 

the world and every sector 

of the profession, and 

represent a wide range of 

senior positions. 

The ability to actively 

participate in strategic 

decision-making, an 

understanding of good 

governance, and the highest 

standard of personal and 

professional integrity 

are essential. 

More information on 

serving on Council and the 

election process is available 

at bit.ly/ACCA-Elections. 

Email queries to secretariat@

accaglobal.com – please 

put ‘Council elections’ in the 

email subject line.

The closing date for 

submission of nominations 

is 15 August, in accordance 

with bye-law 16. AB

SG_AP_A_CouncilNoms.indd   60 07/06/2018   14:05

www.accaglobal.com/ab


James Lee, ACCA Singapore chair, Leong Soo Yee, Director, 
ASEAN & ANZ, ACCA, Belinda Young, ACCA Council, Helen 
Brand, Indranee Rajah, Reuter Chua, head, ACCA Singapore.

Chia Tek Yew, head of fi nancial services consulting and 
FinTech at KPMG Singapore, spoke of big opportunities.

ASEAN digital insight
Practitioners, industry experts and government representatives convened at this year’s 
annual conference to discuss the impact of the digital economy in ASEAN

On 24 May 2018, ACCA 
Singapore held its annual 
conference at Marina 
Bay Sands Convention 
Centre. The key focus for 
the conference was on 
the growth of the digital 
economy and e-commerce 
in the ASEAN region.

Helen Brand OBE, chief 

executive of ACCA, said 

in her welcome address 

that the event was a 

good opportunity for 

ACCA to ‘take stock of 

what was expected of the 

profession in Singapore and 

for its members’.

While touching on the 

continued relevance of 

the profession worldwide, 

Brand took the opportunity 

to announce that ACCA’s 

global membership had 

recently reached the 200,000 

mark. In celebration of this 

momentous occasion, a 

wall featuring the names 

of all ACCA members was 

in the midst of making 

its way around the world. 

Singapore was one of 

the stops, with the wall 

featuring prominently at 

the conference.

Digital accountants
Setting the tone for the 

day’s proceedings, guest-

of-honour Indranee Rajah, 

minister in the prime 

minister’s offi ce and second 

minister for law, fi nance 

and education, emphasised 

the impact of emerging 

technologies in her 

keynote speech.

Indranee said that while 

new technologies were 

not expected to render 

the accounting profession 

obsolete, it would 

fundamentally change the 

role of accountants, as 

well as accounting systems 

and processes. ‘Today,’ 

she said, ‘robotic process 

automation has [already] 

been used to automate 

repetitive processes.’

Nevertheless, both 

Indranee and Brand agree 

that the accountancy 

profession has started to 

embrace automation as 

an opportunity rather than 

seeing it as a threat.

Pointing to the results of 

an ACCA survey in which 

accountants and future 

accountants under the age of 

36 were polled, Brand said: 

‘The youngest generation 

in our profession see things 

in a much more positive 

light. They fully anticipate 

some displacement of 

more junior roles across the 

profession, but importantly 

they also recognise that 
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Joseph Alfred, head of 
policy and technical, 
ACCA Singapore.

Walter Woon, chairman 
and senior consultant of 
RHTLaw Taylor Wessing.

Indranee Rajah, minister in the prime minister’s offi ce and 
second minister for law, fi nance and education.

technology will enable 

fi nance professionals to 

focus on much higher value-

added activity.’

Indranee concurred: ‘With 

technology, professional 

accountants in business 

have moved up the value 

chain, from scorekeepers to 

strategic business leaders.’

To become effective 

strategic business partners, 

however, Indranee told 

conference attendees that 

they would need to be able 

to harness new technologies 

and data in their everyday 

work. ‘You will also need 

emotional intelligence and 

vision to be able to draw 

insights from your data and 

offer valued judgments to 

business partners,’ she said.

Beyond new skills, 

Indranee also talked about 

three enduring qualities that 

would serve accountants 

well. These included 

adaptivity for ‘tomorrow’s 

digital world where changes 

are rapid and many’, and 

collaboration because ‘the 

new economic landscape is 

one of interconnectedness’.

The fi nal quality was the 

need to maintain trust – a 

topic that Thio Tse Gan, 

executive director and 

South-East Asia cyber risk 

services leader at Deloitte, 

further touched upon during 

his session on cybersecurity.

In his presentation, Thio 

questioned the intentions 

of companies that had tried 

to cover up the fact that 

they had been hacked. He 

said: ‘These cover-ups have 

resulted in a breach of trust 

with customers, and resulted 

in losses all over the world. 

I think we need to learn to 

take more responsibility.’

Professional services
One keenly anticipated 

segment of the conference 

concerned the growing 

demand for professional 

services in the new digital 

economy. Presented by 

Joseph Alfred, head of 

policy and technical at ACCA 
Singapore, he highlighted 

key fi ndings from the 

recently released ACCA 

report, Market demand 

for professional business 
and advisory services – 
Singapore, ASEAN region 
and China.

Alfred started by painting 

a positive outlook for 

professional services in 

Singapore. He explained that 

professional services in 2016 

employed more than 230,000 

people in Singapore, and 

accounted for $25bn (6.5%) 

of the nation’s GDP. These 

fi gures were expected to 

rise, contributing $31bn to 

GDP by 2020, and creating 

an additional 5,500 new jobs. 

Beyond Singapore, 

‘professional services 

serve as an external aid to 

businesses that can act as a 

powerful catalyst to develop 

and expand the digital 

economy and transform 

South-East Asia into a smart 

region’, said Alfred.

Indeed, much of the 

growth of professional 

services has been spurred on 

by the arrival of new services, 

such as cybersecurity, 

data analytics and artifi cial 

intelligence. ‘Additionally, 

SMEs seeking specialist 

advice to help them achieve 

competitive advantages in 

a complex marketplace are 

also driving the demand 

for professional services,’ 

added Alfred.

In terms of opportunities 

for consultancies to enhance 

their service delivery, the 

report revealed that three 

of the top-fi ve professional 

services demanded by 

companies were non-

regulated services, 

including IT solution business 

and tax advisory.

‘The expectations of 

enterprises are for more 

value-added services, 

and beyond compliance 

requirements; that can help 

them address strategic 

growth issues and give them 

a competitive advantage,’ 

said Alfred.

Opportunity knocks
In line with the conference 

theme of ‘ASEAN digital 

perspectives’, there were 

segments dedicated 

to discussing business 

challenges and opportunities 
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Attendees look for themselves on the celebratory wall 
featuring the names of all 200,000 ACCA members.

with regards to ASEAN’s 

digital landscape.

As the third fastest-

growing major Asian 

economy after China and 

India, and with a combined 

GDP of $2.4 trillion, the 

10-member ASEAN region 

certainly shows a lot of 

potential. However, it is 

also a very diverse region. 

In the morning panel 

discussion, professor 

Walter Woon, chairman 

and senior consultant of 

RHTLaw Taylor Wessing 

LLP, a regional law fi rm, 

described the ASEAN region 

as ‘more diverse than the 

EU or any other equivalent 

regional organisation in 

terms of economic and 

political systems’.

He explained that 

economic growth in the 

region not only attracted 

trade and investment, but 

also criminals. He said that 

it was, therefore, necessary 

for a unifi ed legal framework 

to be put in place before 

the ASEAN Economic 

Community could succeed.

‘We have a 20th-century 

framework of laws that 

are not able to deal with 

the 21st-century digital 

landscape. Unfortunately, 

computers have made crime 

easier,’ said Woon.

Echoing Woon’s view 

of the need for security 

measures to deal with 

cybercrime, Thio added 

that responsibility for 

cybersecurity lay not only 

with the government, but 

with corporations as well.

While many companies 

were focused on thinking 

about how technology could 

be implemented to help their 

business, security implications 

also had to be considered. 

‘Assessing the risk and 

putting in controls are part 

of the process of adopting 

technology,’ he said.

With challenges come 

opportunities, and this was 

aptly demonstrated during 

a session on the FinTech 

revolution in ASEAN by Chia 

Tek Yew, head of fi nancial 

services consulting and 

FinTech at KPMG. He said 

that because of the number 

of unbanked in South-East 

Asia (73% in 2016), amidst 

the emerging technologies 

and growing internet 

connectivity, there was a big 

opportunity in the market for 

fi nancial services startups.

Unlike incumbent banks, 

however, startups might not 

have the same resources 

or regulatory practices 

in place. And this puts 

them in a diffi cult position, 

especially in a highly 

regulated industry. Chia said 

that the way forward was not 

to fear, but to fi nd solutions 

such as regulatory sandboxes 

for experimentation in 

new technologies, such as 

blockchain.

Transforming effect
The afternoon’s panel 

discussion explored the state 

of digital transformation 

across ASEAN. Boonlert 

Kamolchanokkul, partner 

at PwC ABAS, Thailand, 

explained that while the 

rate of digital adoption was 

historically poor, the Thai 

government has recently 

spurred on the development 

of its digital economy 

through various initiatives. 

The level of adoption of 

cloud services differs by 

country within ASEAN. 

Ong Chee Beng, head 

of sales at Amazon Web 

Services, believes that 

compared to 10 years ago, 

cloud services are now 

well accepted.

Howie Lau, chief 

marketing offi cer of 

StarHub and president 

of the Singapore 

Computer Society, added 

that many small and 

medium-sized enterprises 

in Singapore have joined 

the bandwagon of using 

cloud services, as they 

realise the signifi cant 

savings in cost, time and 

need for expertise.

Robotic process 

automation (RPA), while 

at a nascent stage, is 

clearly starting to show 

signs of increasing 

adoption. In light of this, 

Howie urged professional 

accountants to continually 

improve their skills around 

technology adoption.

Ruben Stappers, regional 

chief fi nancial offi cer of 

Zalora, spoke of how a 

fast-growth SME benefi ts 

from digital adoption. The 

investments Zalora made 

in analytics now allows it to 

identify revenue or profi t 

improvement opportunities 

very early on.

It’s just as Indranee put 

it: ‘New technologies will 

present us with a suite 

of new challenges and 

opportunities. To harness 

digital connections and 

grow, we have to plan 

ahead. Indeed, like ACCA, 

we have to think ahead.’ AB

Rufus Tan, journalist
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Strength in numbers
It has taken little over a century for the ACCA membership pool to go from single 
figures to 200,000, and the ensuing celebrations have struck a chord with many

When ACCA was set up 
in 1904, it had just eight 
founding members. Since 
then, the membership count 
has risen steadily – slowly at 
first, reaching 1,000 in 1910 
and 25,000 in 1982. 

Then, though, the real 

growth began; membership 

reached 50,000 in 1996 and 

100,000 in 2004. It took just 

another 13 years for ACCA 

to reach the huge milestone 

of its 200,000th member in 

October 2017.

Notching up 200,000 

members around the world 

is a landmark event for 

ACCA – and one that it was 

determined to mark and 

celebrate. The big question 

was, how? With members 

spread across the globe, 

it was important to reach 

out and unite all of them in 

the celebrations. 

The answer was found 

in commemorating each 

and every one of those 

people who makes ACCA 

what it is today through the 

construction of a huge wall 

of names, listing all 200,000 

of ACCA’s current members. 

The wall is touring the 

world this year. There is 

no need to wait to see it, 

though, as a digital version 

has also been created, 

allowing members to seek 

out their names and leave a 

message if they wish to. 

So far, more than 88,000 

people from 190 countries 

have visited the site, and 

more than 2,000 messages 

have been left. The wall has 

struck a particular chord with 

members who can also see 

family members or friends on 

the wall, and we are sharing 

some of their stories here 

(see opposite).

‘We are proud of our 

members’ achievements 

and recognise that ACCA’s 

story has only been possible 

because of the imagination, 

courage and determination 

of our members past and 

present,’ says ACCA’s chief 

executive Helen Brand. ‘We 

want all of our members to 

feel immense pride in what 

they have achieved and to 

celebrate with them.’ AB

Liz Fisher, journalist
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More information

ACCA is adding a new experience to its 200,000 member 
milestone celebrations. We want to learn more about the 
connections between our members all over the world and 
need your help to find this out. All will be revealed this 
month at 200k.accaglobal.com, where you can also see the 
digital version of the wall and find your own name.

Friends ‘proud and happy’
Jennifer Hale and Janine Al Sheikh are friends who both 

work at Crane, a global manufacturer of engineered 

industrial products, based in Cwmbran, south Wales. Hale 

qualified in 2011 and has just reached FCCA status, while 

Al Sheikh completed her exams in October 2017 – just as 

ACCA reached its 200,000-member milestone.

‘I chose the ACCA Qualification for a number of reasons, 

but mainly because it would allow me to work within 

any industry in any area of the world,’ says Hale, who is 

a project manager responsible for transactional process 

improvements. Al Sheikh, who studied for an accountancy 

degree at Cardiff University, is a financial accountant. 

‘ACCA has given me the confidence to look at any task 

and know that I can accomplish it with hard work and 

commitment,’ she says. 

Both of them heard about the members’ wall through 

an email from ACCA. ‘I instantly checked to see if my 

name was on it,’ says Al Sheikh. Proud and happy, they say, 

is the best way to describe their feelings on seeing their 

names on the wall.

Husband and wife feel ‘honoured’
Husband and wife Ayodeji Idowu and Adebola Adelaja 

registered as students with ACCA on the same day and 

qualified in Lagos, Nigeria, in 2015. ‘I decided at eight 

years old I wanted to be an accountant because my aunt, 

who I admire so much, was an accountant, and numbers 

came easily to me,’ says Adelaja. Both she and Idowu say 

that choosing the ACCA Qualification was simple. ‘I was 

looking for a professional organisation with the global 

recognition that can allow me to work anywhere in the 

world and in any industry I choose to,’ says Idowu.

Idowu is now group reporting manager at FMN, a major 

food and agriculture group in Nigeria, while Adelaja, 

who has worked for Coca-Cola HBC, is a senior strategy 

specialist with dairy nutrition company FrieslandCampina 

Wamco. ‘The qualification has helped me so much,’ says 

Idowu. ‘I led the IFRS Standards conversion project in my 

organisation because of the knowledge I gained while 

qualifying, and it has also allowed me to move sectors, 

from banking to fast-moving consumer goods. My training 

and the qualification gave me the flexibility to fit into 

both industries.’

Both Idowu and Adelaja were able to sign their names 

on the physical wall of members’ names while at an ACCA 

Africa members’ conference in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. 

‘It was an honour and a privilege to be part of the first 

200,000 members worldwide,’ says Idowu. 

‘It’s truly humbling,’ adds Adelaja. ‘I felt so excited 

that I didn’t quit despite all the challenges that come 

with studying while maintaining a home and a job. That 

moment we found and signed our names on the wall was 

amazing indeed.’

Sisters ‘excited’
Le Thi Hau qualified with ACCA in 2005. ‘I was inspired 

to train as an accountant with ACCA by my sister, who is 

two years older than me, as she was already training at 

that time,’ she says. ‘I’m so happy that I did, because the 

qualification has helped me so much.’

Hau trained with Grant Thornton in Vietnam, joining 

the firm as an audit associate, and remained there once 

she had qualified, becoming a senior audit manager in 

2010, a director in 2012 and a partner in 2014. In 2017, she 

joined  the office of ACCA Vietnam. Hau’s sister Luong is 

now CFO of the clothing company Motives in Ho Chi Minh 

City. 

‘I can honestly say that the excitement we felt when 

we found our names on the wall was very similar to the 

excitement we felt when we qualified,’ says Hau. ‘We feel 

very proud, and especially so because we can see both of 

our names there.’
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CFA Institute’s Robert Jenkins and Paul Smith with ACCA’s 
Helen Brand and Leo Lee at the signing ceremony.

Partnership fi rst
CFA Institute is the fi rst professional investment management 
body to sign a partnership deal with ACCA

ACCA has signed a 
three-year memorandum 
of understanding with 
CFA Institute, a global 
association of investment 
professionals, establishing a 
programme of collaboration 
on key developments.

ACCA chief executive 

Helen Brand and Paul 

Smith, president and 

CEO of CFA Institute, 

signed the agreement, 

which was witnessed by 

ACCA president Leo Lee 

and Robert Jenkins, chair 

of CFA Institute’s board 

of governors.

The agreement makes 

CFA Institute the fi rst 

professional investment 

management body to enter 

into a partnership with 

ACCA. The two bodies will 

focus on important issues 

for both professions, such as 

ethics and professionalism, 

CPD and thought leadership, 

exploring areas of common 

interest across research and 

professional insights work. 

They will also look to host 

joint events and webinars, 

and showcase the public 

value of both professions and 

the need for collaboration 

between accountants and 

fi nancial advisers.

Speaking at the signing 

ceremony, Brand said: 

‘ACCA and CFA Institute’s 

values align very closely. We 

are both working globally to 

deliver the highest ethical 

and professional standards, 

ensuring our members 

deliver public value for the 

benefi t of their employers 

and customers. 

‘The tangible value of 

ACCA and CFA members 

lies in their integrity, their 

professionalism and the 

expertise that they’ve 

cultivated through our 

rigorous qualifi cations and 

their ongoing commitment 

to CPD.’

Smith pointed to shared 

values, adding: ‘We certainly 

have similarities in our 

missions. It makes perfect 

sense that we should formally 

mark our future cooperation, 

and we look forward to 

partnering with ACCA as we 

jointly work to enhance our 

respective professions.’ AB
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Looking  to the  future.   
Leading  the way.
The world is changing fast and with it, finance. ACCA is leading the way to the 
profession’s future with an evolved qualification based on major global research 
involving thousands of ACCA members working at the cutting edge of business. 

Together we’re keeping ACCA at the forefront of tomorrow’s challenges.  
Find out more at accaglobal.com/tomorrow

www.accaglobal.com/tomorrow
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